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Abstract 
 
Title: ​Political Participation - Seen through the eyes of social acceleration 
Written by: ​Zita J. Anderka, Silje Biørnstad, Marie R. W. Jensen & Laura Simonfalvi  
Our project is centered around the changes in political participation within liberal            
democracies taking our point of departure in Hartmut Rosa´s theory of social acceleration.             
Next to Rosa, we introduce theories that can be related to social acceleration, and these are                
mainly by Robert Hassan, Carol Pateman and Nico Carpentier. Within the project we are              
using the interpretivist tradition, but draw specifically on critical theory, when approaching            
today’s changes and ongoing processes. Furthermore we utilise both the de- and the             
inductive research strategy since we, in the beginning of the project, draw on the concepts               
of social acceleration and political participation in order to understand the phenomenon of             
slacktivism and afterwards move on to discuss what consequences the use of social             
networking sites (SNS) and social media sites (SMS) have on political participation in liberal              
democracies, in a such way that we are expanding and questioning our theories. ​The              
postmodern individual experiences a time famine and therefore he seeks alternatives to            
become re-embedded into the political discussion in order to regain power. Online political             
participation and slacktivism becomes a way through which citizens can express themselves            
on online platforms, such as SNS and SMS, which are inclusive, convenient and most              
importantly, time saving.  
 
Key words: ​Social acceleration, (online) political participation, slacktivism, re-embedding,         
power. 
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Political Participation 
Seen through the eyes of social acceleration 
Chapter I 
What is your political standpoint? Who are you going to vote for this time? Why are you 
supporting that candidate instead of this one? Have you voted yet? All of these questions 
might be familiar to those who have made the acquaintance of a political election of any kind. 
One may assume, that such questions intend to make us consider, reflect and ultimately 
decide upon our political opinions. Continuing this assumption, forming a political opinion is 
essential for actually being politically active. Have you seen this campaign video on youtube? 
What did you think of its political message? Are you going to ‘like’ or ‘share’ it on Facebook? 
These are similar questions which the modern individual might have heard before. These 
questions carry the same intentions as the previous mentioned, but they refer to another 
paradigm, a digital paradigm that is relatively new and which consequences are still quite 
unexplored. Then we might ask, why is this shift in paradigm important? Does the Internet 
have any effect on political participation? Are the citizens in liberal democracies still politically 
active, are they not or is it another kind of political activity that consists of a binary code of 
1's and 0's in the digital realm of social media sites (SMS) and social networking sites (SNS)? 
Problem area 
In 1969 the first two computer networks in the world was linked via a system which was to 
be called ARPANET (Hill 2013). However, the Internet as we know it today was only first 
launched on a commercial market in 1990 and directly marketed for consumers in 1991 (Hill 
2013; Eriksen 2012). This is our point of departure, because with the invention and spreading 
of the Internet, new ways of communication skyrocketed. This has meant that, at the time of 
writing, more than 3 billion people are using the Internet and the percentage of people with 
internet connection has moved from less than 1% in 1995 to around 40% in 2015 
(Internetlivestats.com 2015). Technology with the ability to go online has become part of our 
everyday lives. It permeates many activities of our day, from when our phone wakes us up in 
the morning, through the workday on the computer, to the ceremonial evening hour in front 
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of the television, we check our Facebook page on smartphones, research online at the 
computer and watch Netflix on televisions. Furthermore it has been established by PEW that 
there has in fact been a change in political activity on SNS from the year 2008 until 2012 (Smith 
2013). “The number of social networking site users has grown from 33% of the online 
population in 2008 to 69% of the online population in 2012. And there have been major jumps 
in the proportion of SNS users who post political news, who friend or follow candidates, and 
who joined an SNS group organized around political or social issues” (Smith 2013: 1). We 
understand the concept of political activity as online political participation, and will further 
on refer to it as the latter. However, the fact that there has indeed been a change in political 
participation, and the fact that technology plays a huge part in our everyday lives, we argue, 
stresses the relevance of research which links social phenomena to the digital revolution. 
 
It is impossible to think that the Internet, with its new ways of communication, is not 
influencing the way that people participate. “As media and societal circumstances evolve, so 
must we try to update our understanding of participation” (Dahlgren 2011: 89). This quote 
indicates that participation is not static and that our understanding of the concept must 
evolve in sync with the changes in technology and society in order for us to apply it. From a 
theoretical point of view we approach participation on a macro level, which deals with the 
emancipatory power of the concept, and on a micro level, that focuses on the complex power 
relations between the power wielders and the citizens (Carpentier 2011). The latter will be 
our point of departure and indicates an existence of a power division between the have 
(power) and the have nots (power), i.e. in most liberal democracies citizens are required to 
entrust their power to representatives of the government. Then, in our discussion, we will 
move on to the macro level and the limitations of liberal democracy and slacktivism in relation 
to political participation. In this project we will focus specifically on political participation from 
the have nots (the citizens) point of view in order to establish whether there has been a 
change in the way these citizens participate politically and, if so, why this might be. To do this 
we draw on the theory of social acceleration. Technology, social change and the pace of life 
are the three categories of acceleration identified by Rosa (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 
2014). He postulates that in (post)modern societies people experience a time famine, 
meaning that because of the acceleration within the three categories people are feeling like 
they have less and less time (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014). To say that time is 
Silje Biørnstad 52083, Marie R. W. Jensen 55036    Roskilde University 
Laura Simonfalvi 58721 & Zita J. Anderka 58274          21.12.15 
Page 5 of 69 
 
relative, is to say that the individual experience time differently from others. However, taking 
point of departure in the theory of social acceleration, there seems to be a common 
awareness that time is a rare commodity. Physically it is impossible to think that time goes 
faster in (post)modern societies than at any other place or time in history. What is possible is 
that the expectations of life has changed due to social acceleration. Thus the notion that time 
is speeding up and how that affects all citizens within liberal democracies is something we 
deem very relevant for further studying. As argued above, the importance of linking social 
phenomena to the digital revolution becomes even more pronounced if we put it in the 
context of political participation as this is fundamental for the liberal democracy. “[...] most 
of us feel far too busy to devote attention to the basic activities of democratic citizenship - 
getting informed about the issues, deliberating with our peers about matters of common 
concern, attending a political meeting or even voting” (Scheuerman 2004: 287). This 
statement raises question like; are the modern citizens too busy to participate politically? Are 
there any alternatives for the citizens to regain power in political matters if they do not have 
the time to go into depth with an issue? And what are the consequences of this in relation to 
liberal democracies?  
Research question 
All the above mentioned questions have lead us to one essential question, namely our 
research question: 
 
● How has social acceleration changed political participation in liberal democracies? 
 
We consider that in order to answer our research question some guiding considerations are 
necessary in order to specify our research. Therefore we have chosen to write out three 
working considerations referring to three different taxonomic levels in order to secure both 
a general understanding, an in depth analysis and a discussion of our problem area. 
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Working considerations 
 
● Describe and analyse what political participation entails in a liberal democracy and 
how we can understand the concept of slacktivism in relation to Rosa’s theory of social 
acceleration. 
● Analyse how social networking sites (SNS) and social media sites (SMS) can influence 
the citizens political participation and if slacktivism can be seen as an attempt for the 
citizens to regain power. 
● Discuss the limitations of liberal democracy, slacktivism and the consequences of 
social acceleration in relation to political participation. 
Definition of the concepts 
Within our project we are focusing on six concepts, which we find to provide a substantial 
basis throughout our paper. Some of them will be elaborated on in the next sections of the 
project, but we will now present them shortly in order to get an overview of what concepts 
we are going to work with. 
Political participation 
Political participation is in our use of the concept linked to (liberal) democracy in the sense 
that democracy is a form of government which demands participation (of some degree) from 
its citizens (Carpentier 2011). Since a description of this concept will be part of our answer for 
the first research question, a more detailed explanation will follow in chapter III of the project. 
Slacktivism 
Slacktivism is the act of using SNS and SMS to support a political or social cause, but in such 
way that it barely requires any effort. It can be e.g. ‘liking’, ‘sharing’ or ‘following’ political 
issues, giving yourself a feeling of having made a difference. This concept will be elaborated 
on in chapter IV, and then used in our analysis and discussion. 
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Citizenship 
Citizenship as a concept will be used in this project, in order to understand its link with political 
participation. Citizenship is also a continuously developing concept, which is affected by 
several factors, such as new trends of migration, multiculturalism or globalization (Bellamy 
2008). It has been regarded as a privilege to be member of a particular political community, 
where you are entitled to be part of the collective decision making which regulates social, 
economic and political life (Ibid.) As the notion is highly connected to the political sphere of 
life, the traditional understanding of the concept has been changing in parallel with the 
transformation of the political community, creating alternatives, such as a dual, transnational 
or corporate citizenship (Ibid). “Citizenship has traditionally referred to a particular set of 
political practices involving specific public rights and duties with respect to a given political 
community” (Bellamy 2008: 3). These public rights and obligations include two types of tasks 
that are required from the citizens, namely political and not legally provided social duties 
(Ibid.). Political tasks are needed to create and maintain the collective life of the community, 
in ways like contributing to shared interests and encourage politicians to pursue the public's 
good rather than their own, which can all be achieved by voting, speaking out, campaigning 
or standing for office. However citizenship does not only mean political and legal bindings, 
but also social constructions. As a citizen you are highly encouraged to pay attention not only 
to your environment, but also to the human beings surrounding you, to help for example old 
people on the street in need or to pick up the litter. Such political involvement is not only an 
obligation, but it also shapes the political framework, in this case liberal democracy, how it 
should look like, for instance in terms of security or extent of equality and freedom. 
Liberal democracy 
Liberal democracy is an ideology where elections are held continuously amongst distinct 
competing political parties, the right to vote is extended for the whole population, the power 
is separated and accountable; and most commonly accompanied by a democratic 
constitution. Free speech and allocation of people is allowed and the media is independent. 
A liberal democracy can be a monarchy or a republic and may have presidential, semi-
presidential or parliamentary systems. While democracy focus on mostly maximising political 
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participation, in liberal democracies a huge emphasis is put on human equality and individual 
rights and freedom of citizens, such as the right to choose your own religion. 
Power 
In order to understand the concept of power it is crucial to have an understanding of the 
context in which it is used and practiced. Power is not understood and perceived the same 
way in the history’s different social and political structures as in today’s liberal democracy 
(Jenny, 2014). Liberal democracy and its relation to power should thus be clarified, since this 
will be our understanding of the concept. Democracy is originally constructed of the greek 
words of demos and kratos meaning the power of the people. The power of the people can 
be exercised in two ways in modern democracies. Power is either used directly by the citizens 
exercising their essential rights of political equality or delegated to a second party whose task 
is to act on behalf of the citizen. Consequently we can talk about there being a maximalist 
dimension where citizens have a direct influence on the decision making and a minimalist 
dimension in which, by election, representatives are delegated power by the citizens to make 
decisions (Carpentier 2011). This can consequently lead to less political participation of the 
citizens in liberal democracies (ibid.). 
Embeddedness 
Aeron Davis’ work on embeddedness and disembeddedness shows how the elite and 
politicians become disconnected from their publics, meaning that we can draw up a general 
knowledge about what it means to be embedded in political life. Embeddedness is an 
economic term, used by Karl Polányi, which refers to the embeddedness of market 
economies, however, this concept can also be used in political-social life as we will do (Davis 
2014). From the 20th century and onwards, citizens are becoming disconnected from their 
political representatives, since they feel that political parties, the press and their government 
are not representing their needs, but the elite’s (ibid.). Social acceleration, the speeding up of 
time, population shifts, negative media, global institutions, increased mobility, changes in 
religion and ethnicity are all weakening the traditional ties between politicians and citizens, 
which has caused people to lose interest in political life, thus disembedding from it (ibid.). 
Voters feel that the government is concerned with the wellbeing of a minority elite, and not 
the majority of the population. The market system, democracies, competition and capitalism 
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has a bad effect on society, and causes an erosion of society (ibid.). As people see solutions 
in single issue interest groups, they join them, thereby attempting to be re-embedded in 
social and political life (ibid.). Later on we are going to analyse whether online political 
participation and slacktivism can be seen as a form of re-embeddedness. 
Chapter II 
Methods of the project 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the reader to methods used in this project. We 
will start out with an explanation of our methodology, introducing the key points of 
interpretivism and critical theory in order to outline how these are going to shape the focus 
of our project together with our ontological and epistemological viewpoints. We then go on 
to look at the literature used throughout the study, where we will be focusing on the main 
scholars who have contributed to our understanding of the problem field. Following this, an 
examination of the use of empirical data is centred on both qualitative and quantitative data 
which are tied back to our choice of methodology. There will then be a section dedicated to 
the delimitations of the project, since we must consider that, though interesting, not 
everything is relevant for this study. Lastly we have included a project design which serves 
the purpose of outlining the structure of the project and inform the reader of our approach 
to the different chapters. 
Methodology 
Our study is concerned with addressing changing patterns in political participation within the 
context of liberal democracy, in order to understand and evaluate the new concept called 
slacktivism. As we are working with a current problem residing in contemporary society, there 
is a need to analyse its causes and see how and why it evolved. We claim, on basis of the work 
done by Rosa (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014), that the change in political 
participation happened due to social acceleration. We approach today’s changes and ongoing 
processes critically and look beyond the normative ideas of a high speed society in order to 
understand and highlight the social and political structures, relationships, and the 
intertwining problems that caused slacktivism in political participation. We have thus chosen 
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to utilise both the deductive and inductive research strategy (Bryman 2012). In the beginning 
of the project we intend to use the deductive method where we will be drawing on the 
concepts of social acceleration and political participation in order to understand the 
phenomenon of slacktivism. However, when we do our discussion on what consequences or 
effects the use of social media have on political participation in liberal democracies, we will 
make use of the inductive research strategy, as we discuss it further, stepping out of the 
general structure of the theory of social acceleration and democracy theory. We have chosen 
the strategy of using both methods, since the theory of social acceleration is a grand theory 
which means that it operates on a more abstract and general level, which in turn allows us to 
apply it onto empirical evidence related to our specific problem field (ibid.). 
 
Accordingly we will be drawing on the interpretivist tradition, but also with a focus on critical 
theory and hermeneutics. For us to be able to answer our research question, we implement 
certain relevant concepts. In order to describe and analyse these concepts, we we start out 
our project within the interpretivist tradition. However, in our discussion on the limitations 
of these concepts, we will make use of critical theory. Interpretivism “enables us to elucidate 
the problem of citizens seeking other channels through which to be politically engaged within 
liberal democracies” (Anderka et al. 2015: 3). An interpretive method of approach is thus 
heavily present in chapter IV and V since this is where we will be attempting to interpret in 
order to understand the concepts of political participation within liberal democracy and 
slacktivism and how social media can influence political participation. Thus we seek to explain 
what causes slacktivism by understanding the existing social conditions within liberal 
democracy. However, the third question, approached in chapter VI of our project, intends to 
discuss the limitations of slacktivism and liberal democracy and it is here we will be taking a 
“critical stance towards the effects of social acceleration in (post)modern liberal democracies” 
(Anderka et al. 2015: 4). Our focus in this chapter will be on critically examining the social 
phenomenon of slacktivism, but doing so in order to improve societal conditions within liberal 
democracy in relation to political participation. We do this by elucidating “developing 
tendencies within a high speed society which constrains citizens in their civic engagement” 
(Anderka et al. 2015: 4). Hence critical theory will allow us to be “constructive and create a 
better political culture by opening up for a discussion on the limitations of liberal democracy 
and slacktivism, as well as political participation” (Anderka et al. 2015: 2-3). Since liberal 
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democracy is dependent upon the political participation of citizens, we argue for the 
importance of understanding “that a transformation of people's behaviour will cause changes 
in the political framework as well” (Anderka et al. 2015: 3; Bellamy 2008).  
 
We have chosen the above explained approach for several reasons. First of all, in this project 
we seek to explain the citizen’s behaviour in relation to their civic engagement within liberal 
democracies, in order to understand what causes the changes in political participation. This 
corresponds to the interpretivist, epistemological considerations we have about how we, as 
researchers, interpret knowledge of the social world. It also means that we seek to interpret 
the texts we are reading including the works of our main theorist, Rosa (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 
2013; Rosa 2014), where we will be approaching the way we gather knowledge with a 
hermeneutical method of approach (Delanty & Strydom 2003). Furthermore, critical theory 
endorses our ontological, constructivist point of view since we regard social phenomena as 
constructed by social interaction and constantly under development (Bryman 2012). 
Secondly, we will be challenging the normative ideas of the high speed society, arguing that 
social acceleration is alienating citizens from politics and hindering their attention on their 
civic engagement. “Our use of critical theory therefore carries an emancipatory intention in 
that we seek to shed light upon a phenomenon which is not present in the political debate in 
order to look at social conditions which are constraining citizens” (Anderka et al. 2015: 3). We 
contemplate that making the connection between this theory on the (post)modern social 
conditions and the behavioural patterns of the citizens is the first step towards recognising 
and thereby solving the problems of being politically active in a high speed society. The 
following quote sums up our reasons for choosing to also approach this problem field from 
the interpretivist branch of critical theory: “This emphasis on the contingency of social 
phenomena admonishes us to ask why things are the way they are, and perhaps how they 
might otherwise be; it encourages critical (self-)reflection on the social world, on practices, 
and not least on power relations” (Dahlgren 2011: 88). What we suggest is that the future is 
and always will be unpredictable which is why it is important to both explain the existing social 
conditions but also to understand why they are the way they are. In order to do that we need 
to both be aware of the bias that the objects we study might have, but also to consider our 
own assumptions that we carry into the study and reflect upon those. This also mean that we 
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will be critically considering the practise of political participation and the power relations 
within liberal democracies in order to understand how this is affected by social acceleration.  
 
“We, as social scientists, have the conviction that research should work not only to explain and 
understand the social world we live in but also try and change it for the better. The choice of 
including critical theory in addition to interpretivism in our project, is thus because we argue 
that it is important to not only understand the social phenomena of slacktivism present in 
(post)modern societies, but also to open up for new discussions on the topic and put it on the 
political agenda. By adopting this approach, we are able to elucidate the hidden consequences 
of social acceleration and share this information so that citizens, living in high speed societies, 
are able to reflect upon their political participation and enable them to shape the framework 
of liberal democracies” (Anderka et al. 2015: 4). 
Literature review 
Our motive was to reveal a nexus between political participation and slacktivism and how 
these are affected by social acceleration in liberal democracies. Social acceleration is a critical 
theory, breaching on a fourth generation of the tradition, that deals with the speeding up of 
time and the effects this has on the individual's everyday life. The most prominent source on 
this theory is Hartmut Rosa’s (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014), namely A new theory 
of Modernity (2013), where he and Trejo-Mathys gives the reader a detailed explanation of 
the phenomena social acceleration. Rosa was the first scholar who conceptualised the 
speeding up of time, searched for causes and effects and described why it is so hard to get off 
the hamster wheel of social acceleration. As the author of our main theory used in this project, 
Rosa is a sociologist who himself sees and examines the world with a perspective of critical 
theory, thus we have been heavily influenced by a critical tradition and sociologist stand. 
 
Other scholars like Robert Hassan (2009), have also taken up this problem field. In his book 
Empires of Speed: Time and the Acceleration of Politics and Society he gives us a detailed 
description of liberal democracy and how this political system and everyday life is affected by 
the speeding up of time. Drawing on Carol Pateman’s concept about democracy in her book 
Participation and democratic theory from 1970, we will be combining these two works which 
will enable us to create our own understanding of liberal democracy as it is one of the core 
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pillars of the project. By reading these sources we became doubtful whether this form of 
government can fully provide its citizens with the rights it has promised, thereby questioning 
the superiority of such political systems. We contemplate what this means in relation to the 
social acceleration theory which provides us with the tools to look at how liberal democracies 
are a part of the deceleration meaning that, due to the systems nature, they cannot keep up 
with the ever changing situations in society (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014). In a 
society it is important to understand who has power and how this power is managed. In liberal 
democracies, citizens have unprecedented power over their rulers compared to other forms 
of government. They can exercise this power by their civic engagement/political participation 
which is dictated by the dimension of democracy they live within. Nico Carpentier’s (2011) 
work with Peter Dahlgren (2011) was used in order to understand the relationship between 
the dimensions of liberal democracies and participation and how this affects the citizens’ 
ways of being politically active. By incorporating two political scientists’ work, namely 
Carpentier’s political theory on participation and Pateman’s democratic theory, this project is 
given another angle to the previously mentioned sociological in the form of a political 
approach. This opens up for a broader perspective of our topic and enables us to be 
interdisciplinary.  
 
We consider that a source critique is necessary in relation to Pew Research Center since we 
base a lot of our findings on data gathered from this site. The Pew Research Center is an 
American based fact tank which is funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts. On their website they 
claim the following: “We generate a foundation of facts that enriches the public dialogue and 
supports sound decision-making. We are nonprofit, nonpartisan and nonadvocacy. We value 
independence, objectivity, accuracy, rigor, humility, transparency and innovation” (Pew 
Research Center 2010: 1). The fact tank is run by Michael Dimock, who has a Ph.D. in political 
science, and consists of 130 experts who publish journal articles about societal tendencies. 
Their database covers everything from religion and social life to science and technology, 
where we have found relevant data in the latter category. The articles used in this project all 
contained a detailed explanation of the methods used to gather the data and proper 
referencing, which contributes to the credibility of the source. 
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Use of empirical data 
Our use of empirical data in this project will be a mixture of quantitative and qualitative data 
in the form of relevant data on online political participation and examples in which we 
attempt to illustrate the actual consequences of social acceleration on civic engagement. 
However, we have chosen not to do a traditional case-based study of the phenomenon, 
instead there will be a use of several examples relating to our problem field. This, we argue, 
will enable us to elucidate the phenomenon of social acceleration and the affects this have 
on the citizens civic engagement in a broader context where we are not only relying on one 
single case. Namely we are going to use two examples of online political participation and 
slacktivism, which will help us to support our argument in the analysis and discussion, labelled 
chapter V and VI. Specifically we are going to draw on the campaign of Obama from 2008, and 
the KONY 2012 campaign. We find that the Obama campaign is able to show a positive side 
of the use of SNS and SMS within politics. On the other hand, from the KONY 2012 campaign, 
we can also see a more negative side of the Internet, helping us to make a well-established 
conclusion in relation to the role of slacktivism in contemporary politics.   
 
Furthermore we are going to include quantitative data collected on the use of online devices 
in political participation. This data will mainly come from the Pew Research Center and from 
other scholars work within this field of study. We have, in this project, chosen not to generate 
any empirical data ourselves. This is because there already exists an extensive amount of 
ready processed data on the topic and we have therefore deemed that, in our case, the need 
for further data collection would be unnecessary. The use of both qualitative and quantitative 
empirical data presents another reason for why we have chosen to use critical theory as a 
method of approaching this problem area. We are going to base a lot of our analysis on 
individual, empirical data, especially the category of ‘the good life’ as described in Rosa’s 
(Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014) theory of social acceleration, where there is an 
emphasis on how the individual is experiencing the acceleration of time. In our optic, 
qualitative data is the only measure which provides us with the specific insights into this 
feeling of having to run faster in the (post)modern society. However, quantitative data will 
allow us to actually measure if there has been this proposed change in the channels through 
which citizens participate in political matters. This combination of quantitative and qualitative 
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empirical data will enable us to both understand the reasons behind the phenomenon of 
social acceleration and explain this in relation to political participation in liberal democracies. 
Delimitation 
Generally speaking political participation is a broad topic therefore some delimitation is 
required in order to be able to answer the main research question of this paper. In this project 
we have limited our field of study to political participation within liberal democracies. This we 
have done because we favour the argument of Nico Carpentier (2011) that participation is at 
the core of democracies due to its nature of including citizens in the decision-making 
processes. As a continuation of this, we will be focusing on the Western World as these 
countries’ democracies are regarded the most developed and complex forms of democracy 
(Hassan 2009). 
 
The (post)modern era has given an extensive number of opportunities for citizens to conduct 
their lives in the most convenient ways possible, which we are going to argue also have a 
significant effect on political life. Therefore, in the 21st century, participation within liberal 
democracies can be done in several ways. For instance the ability to conduct online political 
participation is due to technological developments or can be executed offline in the frame of 
the political system by the given means of democracy. Consequently the changing 
participatory patterns should be examined since the significant involvement of the Internet 
has taken place. The project will be focusing mostly on online forms of participation as there 
is an observed escalation in the tendency among these countries citizens to use other, online 
platforms to express their democratic rights and will in politics beyond the already practiced, 
offline techniques. This project will therefore also discuss and measure the efficiency of these 
new types of participation and if it is regarded as an accepted form of civic contribution. 
 
We choose to focus on SNS and SMS in our project due to their more maximalist 
characteristics and a higher rate in the usage of these sites for political purposes (Smith 2013). 
We can see that these sites positively influence people’s preparedness and offer a way for 
citizens to gather information about politics with for example the Obama campaign, which 
will be analysed upon later in the project. Progressive politicians realised the power of social 
media, and it created opportunities for the representatives to communicate with citizens. 
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From the citizens’ point of view, SNS and SMS is a tool to express their political aspects and 
these platforms have emancipatory qualities. By focusing on how SNS and SMS might 
influence political participation in a liberal democracy, we open up to the question of what 
might cause this. We acknowledge that by phrasing the question in this way there is an 
underlying assumption that such changes has already or are right now taking place. In order 
to elucidate the argument we draw on Rosa’s theory of social acceleration (Rosa & Trejo-Math
ys 2013; Rosa 2014). His work will be used to help us understand the indicators of this shift 
and draw on some examples to exemplify the analysis. These examples are chosen to work as 
illustrations of how SNS and SMS has affected the way that citizens exercise political 
participation.  
 
Project design 
This project intends to find an answer to the following research question; how has social 
acceleration changed political participation in liberal democracies? To answer this main 
question we created three working considerations based in the respectively taxonomic levels 
of describing, analysing and discussing (bloomstaxonomy.org 2015). This we have done in 
order to guide the project work and help us specify the problem area.  
Chapter III - Theory 
Objective: With this chapter we seek to both explain the theory of social acceleration for the 
reader but also to reflect upon it in relation to our problem area.   
Method: This means that we will adopt an iterative approach where we will be describing as 
well as analysing. We base our text interpretations in the method of hermeneutics which is, 
as with critical theory, a development of interpretivism (Delanty & Strydom 2003: 87).  
Chapter IV - description and analysis 
Objective: Chapter IV serves as both a descriptive and analytical section, where the reader 
will gain a better understanding of our main concepts, and how they relate to the theory of 
social acceleration.  
Method: To provide a better and clear understanding of the topic we are not only describing 
but throughout this chapter we will again be applying an iterative way of describing and 
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analysing. We have chosen this method because we argue for the importance of 
interpretation of the text which we are describing. 
Chapter V - analysis 
Objective: The aim of the analysis is to see how social media influences political participation 
and if the newly introduced phenomenon of slacktivism can be seen as an attempt of re-
embedding into political discussions in order to regain power.  
Method: As it was highlighted in the introduction, this project is based on a biased assumption 
that social acceleration has changed political participation. Thus information and 
circumstances are interpreted in this light. This specific approach will affect the way we 
discuss and make our conclusion. The hermeneutic circle is being completed since the 
interpretations we make from the texts we read are grounded in a social, cultural and 
historical context.  
Chapter VI - discussion 
Objective: This part aims to shed a light on the consequences of the use of social media in 
political participation, explicitly in liberal democracies, and if slacktivism, as an alternative 
channel for non-institutionalised politics, can be seen as an attempt for citizens to regain 
power. 
Method: Based on the information gathered in our analysis we intend to discuss the 
consequences of using slacktivism in political life and look further what these changes mean 
for the future framework of liberal democracy. 
  
Silje Biørnstad 52083, Marie R. W. Jensen 55036    Roskilde University 
Laura Simonfalvi 58721 & Zita J. Anderka 58274          21.12.15 
Page 18 of 69 
 
Chapter III 
The theory of social acceleration 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the reader to the theory of social acceleration by 
giving an account of its key elements and analyse those in relation to political participation 
within a liberal democracy. We intend to do this by first outlining the fundamental 
components of the social acceleration theory by looking at the three categories defined by 
Rosa (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014) in order to gain an understanding of the factors 
causing a high speed society. Moving on from this we look at the driving forces which keeps 
the wheels of social acceleration in motion and how this influences the citizens’ civic 
engagement. We will then go on to inspect certain aspects of deceleration present in modern 
Western societies, displaying our critical approach to the theory. In order to connect this 
theory to our problem area there will be a section dedicated to explaining social acceleration 
in the context of political participation, where we will be drawing on the knowledge gathered 
thus far. 
Introducing the theory of social acceleration 
In the book: A New Theory of Modernity (2013), Rosa and Trejo-Mathys claims that most 
things within the modern society are speeding up; this includes life pace, culture, history, 
political life, society and time. Acceleration is a key concept when discussing modernity and 
the changes that happens within modern societies. The idea that progress can be measured 
in speed is the basic argument of this theory and one which we, in this project, will be 
supporting by applying the theory to empirical examples within trends of political 
participation. Hence with the emergence of modernity, a social acceleration occurred which 
takes on a totalitaristic character due to its wide ranging influence on the individual's life. 
According to Rosa (2014) a power is totalitarian when it exercises pressure on a subject's will 
and action, when everyone are affected by it, when it is pervading all aspects of societal life 
and when it is difficult or impossible to criticise. He therefore firmly believes that social 
acceleration should be criticised, since the dictates of acceleration is largely ignored in the 
political debate, due to the general assumption that time is just there and it is people's own 
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fault if they cannot keep up the pace (Rosa 2014). In this project, as explained in our methods 
chapter, we will similarly be adopting a critical stance towards social acceleration in order to 
answer the question on how social SNS and SMS can influence the citizens political 
participation and if slacktivism can be seen as an attempt for the citizens to regain power. 
Stressing the fact that technological innovations have paved the way for citizens to 
communicate faster, easier and cheaper in combination with the need to keep up the pace, 
our argument will be centred on the convenience of SNS and SMS for citizens to be politically 
active. 
Three is a magic number - in social acceleration 
To situate our understanding of social acceleration, we begin this chapter by dividing the 
phenomenon into three categories which will enable us to work more efficiently with the 
theory throughout the project. According to Rosa (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014), 
social acceleration exists of three forms of acceleration which are interconnected, namely; 
technical, social change and pace of life. Starting with the technical acceleration, he defines 
this as purpose driven transport, communication (organisation/administration) and 
production processes (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014). These technologies and 
techniques all provide the means of which to enable people or procedures to become more 
efficient. Thus this form of acceleration has a big influence on the social acceleration because 
it constitutes a compression of time and space (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014; Hassan 
2009). This notion is something that also Bauman (2000) has been contemplating. He suggests 
that the “Separation of time from space – through making the speed of movement dependent 
on technological artifice and movement of information independent of the transport of bodies 
– has led eventually to the passage from heavy (hardware) to light (software) modernity” 
(Bauman 2000: 171). The result of this, he argues, is that time and space is becoming 
undervalued and that government structures and life politics are undergoing great changes 
(Bauman 2000). To exemplify this in regards to our problem field, we can take a look at how 
the development of the Internet and thereby SNS and SMS has brought about new ways of 
communication that are fast, cheap and convenient for users (Hassan 2009; Autry & Berge 
2011; Dahlgreen 2011). The compression of time and space happens constantly, e.g. I upload 
a comment on my Facebook page and immediately other members of Facebook are able to 
respond by either ‘liking’, ‘commenting’ or ‘sharing’ the post. Thus we can talk about the 
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world getting smaller, i.e. a compression of time and space, when a distant friend in Ecuador, 
whom I have not talked to in seven years, likes my new profile picture five minutes after 
uploading it on Facebook. 
 
Connected to this category of acceleration we move on to another, namely the acceleration 
of social change, which focuses on unstable social constructions/structures as well as 
behaviour and orientation patterns (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014). We propose that 
technical acceleration is connected to acceleration of social change because the latter is 
dependent or supported by technical innovation. Rosa describes this form of acceleration as 
a ‘contraction of the present’, meaning that people attempt to increase opportunities and 
lived experiences within a shorter amount of time (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013: 76). Continuing 
the Facebook example we can build on this to illustrate our argument. When my Ecuadorian 
friend likes my new profile picture, it could be an expression of an unstable social structure in 
where we each take time out of our busy schedule to keep up some sort of superficial 
connection with an extensive number of Facebook ‘friends’. Having more than 500 Facebook 
friends, a lot of time is spent on keeping up with a lot of random people whom I am probably 
never going to meet again. However, the ‘what if’ continue to bug me until I have read up on 
all the recent posts. It could also be argued that my use of Facebook is a form of unstable 
behaviour and orientation pattern. This is because my time might have been better spent 
actually meeting up with a few family members or friends and working on close relationships, 
but instead I do not want to miss out on possible opportunities or experiences by limiting my 
network to only a handful of people. I therefore continue to like, comment and share in the 
hopes that I can manage to live a more action orientated existence within the limits of my life 
span, usually with the result that I spend a huge amount of inactive time in front of my 
computer or smartphone. “The acceleration of social change can thus be defined as an 
increase of the rate of decay of action-orienting experiences and expectations and as a 
contraction of the time periods that determine the present of respective functional, value, and 
action spheres” (Rosa 2013 & Trejo-Mathys: 76). 
 
Acceleration of the pace of life is the last category we will be examining in this section and 
one which can be approached from both an objective and subjective point of view. As we 
have been discussing previously, the individual seeks more actions or experiences within a 
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shorter period of time. This creates an illusion that time moves faster than ever before or 
what Rosa also refers to as a ‘time famine’ (Rosa 2014: 20). The feeling of lacking hours in a 
day to experience everything one wants to experience would be the subjective approach to 
the acceleration of the pace of life. On the other hand it is possible to measure this lack of 
time in two specific ways 1) measuring time spent on e.g. eating, sleeping etc. and 2) 
measuring the social tendency to comprise actions and experiences by e.g. shorter or no 
breaks, multitasking etc. (Rosa 2014). This is an expression of a more objective approach 
which can also be connected to the first category of technical acceleration, because the latter 
has optimised the everyday processes (ibid.). We consult, one last time, the Facebook 
example to elucidate the theory. The subjective approach is very difficult to establish because 
it is an internal experience of having too little time, it is, however, a feeling which causes some 
measurable symptoms. From personal experience, and by observing our colleagues at the 
university, I notice that whenever there is a break in the lecture, almost every computer 
screen shows a Facebook page, some screens also show this during the lecture. This is an 
example of skipping the break, or at least choosing to spend it on Facebook instead of talking 
with each other or getting some nourishment. When we use the computer during lecturing 
to go on Facebook it could be seen as an attempt to multitask, where we both want to gain 
important knowledge relevant for our education and still be ‘in the loop’ of what is happening 
outside of the classroom. I leave the lecture feeling the need to read up on the topic since my 
attention has been on Facebook the last 15 minutes, also knowing that there are already now 
new posts which I have not read. This example connects the acceleration of the pace of life 
to the technical acceleration. Computers improve communication, in this example via 
Facebook, but they also enable students to take more and efficient notes during lecture i.e. 
computers optimise everyday processes. The question that arises when considering this is 
‘why do we then still feel time famined’? Rosa (2014) explains that this is caused by the growth 
rate of experiences and actions which exceeds the technical acceleration rate and thus people 
will still feel like they have less time. 
 
The theory of social acceleration is made up by three interconnected categories that arguable 
permeates people's everyday lives. We have been drawing on personal examples in order to 
illustrate the implications of these three dimensions of acceleration on the individual's quest 
to live up to the expectations of modern society. Moving on with this in the back of our minds, 
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we now are going to extend the explanation of what is actually sustaining the social 
acceleration. 
Big wheel keep on turning - the driving forces of social acceleration 
In this modern age the individual is driven by an invisible force which ensures that one keeps 
up with the pace of a high speed society. In this section we will draw upon Rosas book from 
2014, part one, section two: ‘The Driving-Wheels of Social Acceleration’. When we seek to 
understand these external driving forces, it is because they give an insight into the underlying 
motivations for people to continuously stay in the hamster wheel of social acceleration. This 
is relevant for our understanding of why there has been a shift in the way that citizens in 
liberal democracies exercise political participation, because we seek to understand 
behavioural tendencies within political participation and these are necessarily affected by 
fundamental societal changes. Again making use of the magic number three, we divide the 
driving wheels of the social acceleration into; competition, the promise of eternity and the 
acceleration cycle. 
 
In modern, capitalistic societies the only advantage an individual has over other individuals is 
to save time, energy and cost, thereby gaining a competitive edge. The capitalistic approach 
to optimisation and profit making creates a ‘kill or be killed’ mentality that is based on 
competition (Rosa 2014). This form of individualistic mind-set, arguably creates tendencies 
within a society to band together with those whom one shares a common interest with in 
order to optimise one's own competitiveness. Hence with the spreading of capitalist ideals, 
people adopt practises to gain an advantage over others and create a mutual dependency 
between people. One such practices could be to vote out of one's own interest and not in the 
interest of what would be beneficial for e.g. more vulnerable citizens or the general public. 
This in turn creates individuals who are driven by self-serving, profit maximising motivations. 
Secondly, Rosa (2014: 29-30) refers to the ‘promise of eternity’ where the individuals are 
looking for a fully lived and experienced life which is closely related to the pace of life category 
previously mentioned. A way of understanding this could be to compare modern, secular 
ideals to religion. Within most religions, if not all, the promise of eternity happens after death 
has occurred, therefore the most profound experiences lies in the opportunity to have an 
afterlife. In comparison we have a modern society which is focused on maximising actions and 
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experiences whilst still alive, thereby giving the incentives to strike while the iron is still hot, 
so to speak, and to strike as much as possible. What these observations seem to suggest is 
that modern, capitalist societies produce egoistic, self-realising individuals. Finally, the 
acceleration cycle indicates that the 3 types of acceleration, namely technical, social change 
and pace of life, are creating a cycle in which the external forces of competition and the 
promise of eternity are the driving forces, keeping the wheels of social acceleration in motion 
(Rosa 2014). This is also what we have been referring to as the hamster wheel of social 
acceleration, because once you get on, it is very hard, if not impossible, to step off again. This 
is somewhat due to the totalitarian nature of the phenomenon which means that it is non 
discussable and taken for granted (ibid.). In the beginning we described these driving forces 
as invisible. What is meant by this is that at no point people are directly forced to get on the 
hamster wheel but they do it anyway even though they might not really want to. Rosa (2014: 
82) defines this new form of alienation as voluntary and characterised by actions the 
individual feels required to do, but does not necessarily want to do. This idea becomes 
interesting in the next section where we will go more into depth with the occurring alienation 
in modern societies. 
Englishman in New York - acceleration and alienation 
In order to understand what alienates people within (post)modern societies, we need first 
and foremost to understand the social critique which forms the base of this alienation. The 
following section will mostly be based on the third part of Rosa´s 2014 book which goes into 
depth with the concept of alienation. Rosa (2014) identifies two-three varieties of social 
critique namely the functionalistic and the normative, the latter consisting of both a moral 
and ethical dimension. The functionalistic critique is centred on the problematisation of 
different degrees of acceleration that creates frictions between the rapid and less rapid 
acceleration of institutions, processes and practises (Rosa 2014). What this means is that the 
different speed patterns creates an unharmonised or desynchronised development of 
institutions that keeps up with the acceleration and the ones who cannot (ibid.). In our project 
this becomes relevant when we look at the institution of liberal democracy, the process of 
society and the practise of citizenship. The processes that accelerate the social, cultural and 
economic development, supports the slowing down of the democratic process and a 
desynchronisation between political and socio-economic development occurs which prevents 
Silje Biørnstad 52083, Marie R. W. Jensen 55036    Roskilde University 
Laura Simonfalvi 58721 & Zita J. Anderka 58274          21.12.15 
Page 24 of 69 
 
further acceleration in (post)modern societies (ibid.). In other words related to our problem 
area, when the processes of society is speeding up, due to the capitalistic ideals of 
competition and profit making, citizens have the opportunity to run faster to keep up with 
the pace. Democracy as an institution do not have the possibility of increasing the speed of 
legislation making due to the necessary bureaucracy involved in the decision making process. 
This is an example of deceleration which will be discussed in the next section, for now let us 
move on to the normative critique. 
 
As expressed above, the (post)modern individual is characterised by a mutual dependency on 
other equally minded individuals and a society which is based on liberal or individualistic 
values. Rosa states that this results in a morally reduced society and express the need for a 
pervasive insight into the social requirements in order to explain this schism between the 
mutual dependency and the idea of being a free individual in a Western (post)modernity 
(Rosa 2014). He goes on to argue that the single individual's capacity to accelerate his 
efficiency is socially constructed, implying that it does not appear in the ethical or political 
debate but is a norm which is accepted as a fact (Rosa 2014). Hence (post)modern society's 
regulation of the individual is totalitarian because it occurs unnoticed, ideological 
individualised and neutralised (ibid.). The individual is thus caught in this acceleration hamster 
wheel which he cannot identify or criticize. This poses a problem when we take the 
functionalist critique of the desynchronisation and deceleration of democracy and citizens 
into consideration. By this we mean that the ability to improve political institutions lies in 
recognising and understanding certain constraints within these practises. If this process of 
change is going on behind our field of vision they become dangerously unapproachable. 
 
Having established the fundamental social critiques we can now go on to examine more in 
depth what intimations they bring to the table in our discussion on alienation. As far as the 
evidence suggests, the modernity project contains a promise of autonomy and ethical self-
determination which becomes attractive or plausible when social acceleration happens within 
a society (Rosa 2014). According to Rosa (2014), autonomy is a promise that the individual 
can define what a good life consists of, the values, paradigms and practises, and to form his 
own cultural, social, economic, religious and philosophical beliefs. In this way the social 
acceleration, due to the (post)modern society's emphasis competition and the ethical project 
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of autonomy, supported each other since capitalism and acceleration became tools for the 
individual to attain self-determination (Rosa 2014). It is not a mistake that we in this sentence 
make use of past tense, because one of the main points of this argument is that we are no 
longer in modernity but in postmodernity. What this means in relation to social acceleration 
is that the modernity project is perceived more as a pressure on the individual's autonomy 
than a tool for emancipation which also suggests that social acceleration is no longer used to 
pursue personal dreams of the good life but the idea of the good life becomes a driving force 
for acceleration (ibid.). When trying to detect why citizens within liberal democracies would 
seek other online channels through which to be politically active, we should therefore seek 
to understand the social conditions there on one hand encourages the individual to 
autonomy, the modernity project, and on the other hand prevents him from attaining this 
state, social acceleration. It is here that the idea of an alienation comes into the picture. In 
our project we work with the occurring alienation between the liberal democracy and its 
citizens when we ask whether this type of government really represents the will of the people. 
 
Since we are going to work with the concept of alienation, an explanation of what it entails is 
necessary. Rosa (2014) as stated above, defines alienation as a voluntary action that one 
might not really want to do but ends up doing anyway. This could be implementations of 
reforms or guidelines that the subject do not support but will follow. Social acceleration 
alienates the individual from both the objective and subjective world but also from time and 
space (Rosa 2014). We are going to take point of departure in two specific forms of alienation 
relevant for this project; the alienation of our actions, with a focus on decision-making, and 
the alienation of ourselves and others. There is an ever growing abundance of possibilities 
and we have argued that with the introduction of the internet into the individual's everyday 
lives, these opportunities become even more pronounced. We are here going to look at how 
alienation happens when people claim to prefer doing what they want to do but instead end 
up doing what they do not want to do. This, Rosa explains, is because in reality “people 
actually enjoy those other activities [what we want to do] much more once they actually 
engage in them”, the problem is just that the individual seeks short term pleasures in order 
to optimise his efficiency (Rosa 2014: 91). The individual thus experiences a feeling of guilt 
whenever he does something he do not want to do and almost never enjoy what he want to 
do (Rosa 2014). Hence we are alienated from our actions because of the competition and 
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acceleration logic. The previously used Facebook example works well to illustrate this decision 
dilemma. One point we made was that when attempting to multitask during a lecture by going 
on Facebook would result in a feeling of inadequacy, what we wanted to do, get our university 
degree, is driven by the logic of competition not a profound wanting to gain knowledge. What 
we do not want to do, go on Facebook during a lecture, is brought about by the acceleration 
logic, that we seek to maximise our experiences and opportunities, and leaves us afterwards 
with a feeling of guilt. The interesting conclusion Rosa (2014) points out, is that it makes more 
sense for the individual to embark on short-term pleasures which means that potential 
opportunities, skills and resources increases while the realised capacities declines. We can 
here talk about an erosion of commitment and consider whether this also impacts the second 
form of alienation of ourselves and others (Rosa 2014). The individual is constantly confronted 
with new people and as a result it becomes difficult to have in depth relationships to any of 
them (Rosa 2014). Since the individual's self is based on his relations, actions and experiences, 
an alienation from other people will result in an alienation from himself (ibid.). With the 
introduction of SNS’s and SMS’s, the number of people an individual is introduced to is 
increasing significantly. The question is therefore not if there is a lack of commitment but to 
what extend this takes place. We can also consider this form of alienation in the context of 
anonymity on the Internet. By conducting one's relations, actions and experiences online it 
becomes possible to hide behind the screen and the commitment becomes even more 
elusive. If we consider this in relation to our problem field, it seems to suggest that an 
increased use of online political participation would lead to less commitment and an 
increased alienation from oneself and from others. The problem we can identify here is the 
schism between our own self-understanding and the actual reality. Indeed Rosa (2014) argues 
that who and how we are is dependent on the context in which we are situated within and 
we seem to no longer be capable of integrating these contexts in our experiences and actions 
(Rosa 2014). 
Don’t stop me now (I’m having such a good time) - the 
decelerating fractions within social acceleration 
We have already been touching upon the decelerating fractions within social acceleration in 
the previous section. The following text will mainly be based Rosas book ‘Alienation and 
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Acceleration’ (2014), where we look at part one, section three: What is social deceleration? 
By decelerating fractions we mean that there are certain institutions, processes and practices 
within a modern society which can or will not for different reasons keep up with a high speed 
society. Rosa (2014) identifies five forms of deceleration or inertia namely the natural speed 
limits, oasis of deceleration, deceleration as a dysfunctional consequences of social 
acceleration, an intentional deceleration and the flip side of the coin as he calls it. We will be 
focusing mainly on the first, the natural speed limits in relation to liberal democracy, though 
it is worth considering the deceleration as a dysfunctional consequences of social acceleration 
when we look at what ramifications social acceleration has on the citizens. 
 
Not everything in a modern society has the possibility to accelerate. If we look at the natural 
speed limits it is possible to situate liberal democracy within this category. Rosa’s definition 
of this form of deceleration is a “processes whose duration and velocity absolutely cannot be 
manipulated or can be only at the price of a massive qualitative transformation of the process 
accelerated” (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys: 81). In connection to liberal democracy we can argue that 
policy and decision making must necessarily undergo certain forms of bureaucracy in order 
to be democratic. Speeding up these processes would result in what Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 
(2013: 81) calls “a massive qualitative transformation”, which in our regard would mean that 
it would cause a transformation of the system itself to something nondemocratic. Hassan 
(2009) is a scholar who have taken up this issue and has some interesting ideas on the 
consequences of, what we have called, the desynchronisation between political and socio-
economic development. 
 
“Social and economic acceleration has made the temporal disconnection even more profound 
and have left the institutions of liberal democracy trailing in their wake. The major 
consequence has been an increasingly undemocratic society where the historical 
responsibilities of democracy (to articulate the needs and wants of people) are abandoned in 
favour of a neoliberal ‘democracy’ that is concerned first and foremost with creating the right 
business conditions for capitalism” (Hassan 2009: 152). 
 
This longer quote is chosen with care because it sums up all of our previous considerations. It 
manages to extricate our problem statement form social acceleration and situate our 
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knowledge about the theory within our problem field. Noticeable in this quote is the focus on 
transformation that Hassan (2009) argues has already taken place, from a liberal democracy, 
which works for the citizens, to a neo liberal democracy, with a favouritism towards 
capitalism. Again we can detect, like with Rosa, an understanding of modern society as having 
moved on the the next phase. The reason for making this point is essential in order to answer 
our research question. If we can talk about a new modernity and democracy, it is not 
farfetched to suggest that such changes do impact the citizens and how they participate 
politically. Furthermore it is important to keep in mind that social acceleration also affects 
people in how they relate to themselves and others. It will be a combination of these two 
facts about the high speed society which will make possible our analysis of the changing habits 
in political participation. 
 
As mentioned in the beginning of this section there exist other forms of deceleration. Another 
we intend to include in the project would be the deceleration as a dysfunctional 
consequences of social acceleration. What the theory explains about this category is that it 
appears in the form of a bottleneck situation, metaphorically meaning that when everyone is 
trying to move ahead as fast as possible some will necessarily be ‘squeezed’ down into the 
bottle again by this said bottleneck (Rosa 2014). We can supply our own metaphor here to 
illustrate this phenomenon. Imagine that the world is one big X Factor show, every individual 
within it is an X Factor contestant and that the judges are the different forms deceleration. 
The concept of X Factor is that you start out with an enormous amount of contestants, all 
getting a chance to brilliate before the judges who will then shorten the numbers down to 
the few very best amongst the lot. Another principle is that there can only be one winner of 
the show, after he or she is selected the process start all over again. What this can tell us 
about the (post)modern society is that the competition between individuals is a constant 
exercise. The winner cannot simply lie back after a victory, if they do they will themselves 
become forms of deceleration or desynchronised from other, faster moving individuals. 
Constant optimisation and acceleration of a society can also create individuals who will 
experience such a big pressure that they become overloaded and stressed, thereby losing 
their competitiveness (Rosa 2014). This has also been called the burnout syndrome or stress 
epidemic but in essence it results in a deceleration of these individuals. We consider how this 
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type of declaration affects the citizens within such societies when their daily lives become a 
struggle to overcome recurring crisis. 
 
In the end Rosa (2014) contemplates two possible outcomes of this desynchronisation 
between the forces of acceleration and deceleration. The first is that the two forces will 
balance out each other, the second that the acceleration is stronger than the deceleration 
(Rosa 2014). We can prove that the forces of acceleration is greater than the forces of 
deceleration by proving the latter to be residual or reactive (ibid.). To do this we will look 
more closely at what liberal democracy actually entails and examine how political 
participation is practiced within such a regime in the next chapter of this project. For now we 
are going to round of this chapter with a section containing our considerations on the theory 
of social acceleration in relation to the political participation of the citizens within a liberal 
democracy. 
Social acceleration in the context of political participation 
As discussed in the previous section of this chapter, democracy is being held back by the same 
process which accelerates the social, cultural and economic development in late modernity 
(Rosa 2014). We propose that political engagement is being highly influenced by this 
phenomenon of social acceleration which is driven by a technical acceleration, a social 
acceleration and an acceleration of the pace of life. A notion that we intend to dedicate focus 
to, is the suggestion that people are indoctrinated by society to keep up with the high speed 
developments of social and technical change, usually resulting in a profound anxiety of 
missing out on valuable experiences and options (Rosa 2014). This in essence ensures a 
constant, underlying fear of falling behind, which can possibly affect the individual's 
motivation to be politically active. It could be argued that when life becomes a constant battle 
of overcoming ever forming crisis, being politically active might come second to a basic need 
to survival. In this high pace of life carriers, family status, and interests can change from one 
moment to another. We are therefore no longer bound by the outcomes of our choices 
throughout a whole lifetime, like in the early or classical modernity, but emancipated in the 
sense that in that important life choices is no longer binding. In parallel to this, social 
recognition has changed. There is now emerging a tendency of recognition being highly 
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performance based. The individual is not judged by his status anymore but by his 
productiveness from day to day (Rosa 2014). In terms of politics, citizens tend to change their 
political preferences in accordance with the performance of a party or politicians (Rosa & 
Trejo-Mathys 2013). It is thus no longer relevant anymore to talk about ‘belonging’ to one 
party or political orientation and we contemplate how this idea of the political orientation as 
something changeable reacts when it comes into contact with the online sphere. Even though 
social acceleration mentions both the impact of technological innovations and the 
deceleration that liberal democracy entails, the theory lack in explanation on how the two are 
combined via political participation. Our attempt in the following chapters will be to expand 
upon the theory in regard to this area because we argue that it is important to understand, if 
there indeed has been a shift from modernity to postmodernity, the changes this makes in 
the citizens political participation. In the next chapter, we will therefore look into the concepts 
used in this project and introduce the notion of slacktivism in relation to political participation 
in a high speed society. 
 
Chapter IV 
Liberal democracy, political participation and slacktivism 
In this chapter we seek to describe and analyse what political participation entails in a liberal 
democracy and how we can understand the concept of slacktivism in relation to the theory 
of social acceleration by Hartmut Rosa (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014). We intend to 
answer this working consideration by first looking into the definition of liberal democracy. We 
will then be giving an in-depth explanation of our understanding of political participation, 
where we consider the concept in relation to minimalist and maximalist democratic theory. 
This we do in order to gain knowledge about the differences between the minimalist and the 
maximalist dimensions of the democratic models and the levels of participation possible for 
the citizens to exercise their power within these models. Moving on to develop our 
understanding of participation within a liberal democracy, we look closer at the alternative, 
online channels through which citizens can be politically active. Specific attention will be given 
to the concept of slacktivism which will be elaborated on later in this chapter. This outlined 
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approach is important for two reasons. First, our research question takes point of departure 
in how social acceleration has changed political participation in liberal democracies, focusing 
on the technical acceleration, which has brought with it the introduction of the Internet and 
especially SMS and SNS into our everyday lives. By describing the relation between citizens’ 
political participation and the two dimensions of democratic models we seek to understand 
civic engagement within minimalist dimensions of democracy and how the use of SNS and 
SMS might be seen as an attempt by the citizens to move towards a more maximalist way of 
practising democracy. Secondly, we aim in this project to understand why citizens of liberal 
democracies, with all its rights and benefits, would then seek alternative, online channels 
through which to be politically active. To do this we draw upon the theory of social 
acceleration to illustrate the potentials of SNS and SMS in relation to slacktivism.   
Defining liberal democracy 
In order to define political participation and to examine how this concept is affected by social 
acceleration in a liberal democracy, we need first and foremost to define what we understand 
by liberal democracies. We do this by first giving a historical account of the emergence of the 
term and then we move on to examine what liberal democracy actually entails.  
 
The origin of liberal democracy goes back to the time of Enlightenment, where the basic 
principles were drawn up (Hassan 2009). In the 18th century, people realised that a new 
political and social ideology was needed as the political regimes did not fulfil the human needs 
(Ibid.). It was time to rebuild society and all of its institutions, because a state arrangement 
should work in the interest of the majority, not the elite (Ibid.). The main ’currency’ was ideas, 
and through logic, reason and critical thought the human mind could solve any problem it 
faced. Scholars in the time of Enlightenment, unsatisfied with the current political situation, 
looked back in history for guidance from philosophies of ancient Greece and Rome and 
rediscovered the idea of democracy (Ibid.). Taylor (2014) states that liberal democracy was 
developed mostly by white, privileged men and that it therefore was shaped by the culture 
and time in which these men lived. We can therefore regard the origins of liberal democracy 
in a certain light but the question whether this type of government is static, is a notion which 
we approach critically. What we gather by using Dahlgren’s formulation, is that we can regard 
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liberal democracy as a ‘historical project’ (Dahlgren 2011: 89). By phrasing it as a ‘project’, 
emphasis is put on democracy as being a developing phenomenon and by referring to it as 
‘historical’ we can understand that this has developed for a long time. Dahlgren then goes on 
to discuss the implications of neoliberalism on democracy, stating that an intense focus on 
market dynamics, or what we call the capitalistic mind-set of competition in our theory 
chapter, undermine meaningful civic engagement and that globalisation has meant a decline 
in the ‘manoeuvrability’ of governments (Dahlgren 2011: 90). These observations seems to 
indicate that democracy is a variable, contingent on external circumstances. Indeed Dahlgren 
explains that “Democracy is being transformed as its social, cultural, and political foundations 
evolve, and the character of participation is a part of these large developments” (Dahlgren 
2011: 90). This change or evolution is most relevant for us if we want to understand why 
political participation in liberal democracies developed the way it has. What were the driving 
forces for such a change, and what indicated a specific new form of participation, namely 
online participation and slacktivism? As an explanation we can look into how democracies 
look in the modern era. At the time of writing, representative democracy is the most practised 
democratic model in the (post)modern, western world which means that decision-making is 
becoming more and more centralised (Study.com 2015). This, we argue, can lead to a lack of 
participation in political life and hence a loss of power for the citizens. Because the citizens’ 
power are distributed to representatives, the power wielders must necessarily work in the 
interest of the people. In case the government fails to live up to the expectations of the 
people, the citizens have the tools, enabled by democracy itself, to deprive the unsatisfactory 
government of power and insert a new one. Thus power is dependent on the citizens will in 
liberal democracies and is therefore fragile (Sharp 1973).  
 
When we refer to democracy as being liberal it is to put emphasis on the rights of the 
individual citizen to e.g. be politically active, freedom of speech, rights for equality, religious 
freedom etc. (Rhoden 2015). This, we argue, is very important for our understanding of 
democracy since it contains, as a concept, an extensive number of meanings and 
characteristics that without certain specifications, might become quite confusing for the 
reader (Carpentier 2011; Dahlgren 2011; Rhoden 2015). Indeed when researching, we found 
that different scholars have somewhat different understandings and descriptions. We draw 
on several of them when establishing our own interpretation. Dividing the term in two, liberal 
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and democracy, can help clarify the point. Liberalism as a concept implicates “executive rule 
of law or constraints, judicial independence or review, civil liberty, property rights, religious 
freedom, media independence, or minority rights” (Rhoden 2015: 565). It is clear from this 
quote that focus on implementing structures, which can secure the rights of all people or 
what we could also refer to as human or individual rights and applying systems of 
accountability, are central to the understanding of liberalism. Democracy, on the other hand, 
is not restricted in such way. Typing in ‘democracy definition’ on the Google search engine, 
one will find the following description as the first hit: “Government by the people; a form of 
government in which the supreme power is vested in the people and exercised directly by them 
or by their elected agents under a free electoral system” (Dictionary.com 2015: 1). 
Immediately we notice words like ‘government by the people’, ‘supreme power’ and ‘free 
electoral system’ but a closer look will reveal that at no place in this text there is any mention 
of securing the rights of all people. We thus consider that, according to this definition, 
democracy can be exclusive in the way that it is the majority who gets to dictate the political 
agenda. In relation to this we need to consider who the people allowed to vote are. Are they 
male or female, black or white and how old are they? Thomas F. Rhoden (2015) pinpoints the 
problem of using only one definition of democracy. He states that pure democracy is “one of 
the most wanton forms of government known to people”, emphasising here that without 
some form of implemented liberalism, democracy would look very differently than what we 
are used to in the modern era (Rhoden 2015: 564). Hence with this wordplay we have denoted 
the fundamental distinctions between democracy and liberal democracy where the latter will 
be used throughout this project. 
 
Other scholars have also discussed the implications of liberal democracies. Fukuyama in his 
book, The End of History, states about Liberal democracy that it is the fullest expression of 
human political potential, and the triumph of liberal democracy has arrived and it could not 
be improved on (Fukuyama 1992). Most societies see liberal democracy as the highest form 
of political organisation, and sometimes the ones who do not operate as liberal democracies 
are seen as failed states (Hassan 2009). According to Hassan (2009), the term is also 
considered as synonymous with a civilised country and believed to encompass the most highly 
developed and complex forms of civil society, such as the US, Canada, Australia and Europe. 
Utilising our scholars’ interpretation of the concept, we now understand that there is a very 
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important difference between democracy and liberal democracy. Furthermore we have 
argued that this form of government is a non-static entity which is under constant 
development. Contesting this observation we have been able to detect a somewhat shared 
idolisation of liberal democracies as being the ultimate form of government. These are 
interesting notions and some that will come into question when we continue in the next 
section to look at what political participation in a liberal democracy looks like.  
An analysis of political participation in a liberal democracy? 
We now move on to look at the concept of political participation and specifically political 
participation within liberal democracies. We do this by asking what expectations this form of 
government requires from its citizens. Liberal democracy can, very basically, be seen as a way 
of distributing power in a society (Carpentier 2011). The interesting fact, in our optic, is that 
the liberal democracy, compared to other forms of government, contains an explicit focus on 
the involvement of its citizens in the decision making and power distribution (ibid.). In other 
words, citizens of liberal democracies claim certain expectations or rights to influence political 
institutions in their individual countries e.g. by voting, running for elections, becoming 
members of a national party etc. If the citizens fail to claim these rights to be politically active, 
liberal democracy would naturally cease to exist. Adhering to this logic, we can consider that 
the state have similar expectations or dependencies of the citizens to be politically active. This 
expectation of the liberal democracy is also something that is often referred to as civic duty, 
participation or engagement, where we will make use of the last one (Hartmut & Trejo-
Mathys 2013; Penney 2014). Central to this is the question on whether there exists an 
interdependency between liberal democracies and civic engagement. As previously 
mentioned, liberal democracy is dependent on civic engagement, but far less obvious is it that 
political participation is dependent on liberal democracy. It is possible to be politically active 
in other forms of governments than liberal democracies. The point here being that civic 
engagement is not patented and that citizens have other options to participate in the political 
debate. This notion becomes interesting if we go back to the previous argument; that liberal 
democracies are the superior and ultimate form of government. If liberal democracies are 
dependent on political participation and if political participation can be practised in other 
forms of governments, the question whether liberal democracies are as stable as we would 
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like to think comes into play. The intention here is not to entirely discredit the scholars who 
do claim that liberal democracy is the final stage of political evolution, but to question 
whether it is true that it cannot undergo changes which then affects political participation 
(Fukuyama 1992; Hassan 2009). We do this by looking closer at what the concept of political 
participation implies in relation to democratic theory.  
 
It is important to keep in mind, that when establishing an understanding of political 
participation, one have to consider the indexicality of the concept. By this we mean that 
participation of any kind is always a situated standpoint which apprehension is dependent 
upon the actors, localities and processes involved (Carpentier 2011). In Pateman’s book 
‘Participation and Democratic Theory’ (1970), two levels of participation is identified. Partial 
participation is, in her words “a process in which two or more parties influence each other in 
the making of decisions but the final power to decide rests with one party only” (Pateman 
1970: 70). Full participation on the other hand, is where the individuals of each party has 
influence on the outcome of the decision making (Pateman 1970). These two definitions are 
tools that can help us to define political participation in liberal democracies. If we look closer 
at two different dimensions of structuring democratic models, namely the minimalist and 
maximalist dimension, we can make a connection to Pateman’s definitions of partial and full 
participation. Starting with the minimalist model, we can characterise this in relation to 
democratic theory as more representative forms of democracies (Carpentier 2011). In this 
dimension the citizen will only be capable of exercising partial participation because the 
‘parties’ or citizens are able to ‘influence each other in the decision making’ or they are able 
to vote for a representative, but they do not have the ‘final power to decide’, i.e. the elected 
representative may not be able to fully represent them (ibid.). Carpentier (2011) has an 
interesting argument concerning the minimalist dimension, namely that it pertains only the 
field of institutionalised politics. This would seem to suggest that in representative 
democracies, the citizen can only participate partially and only within the framework of 
government institutions. In the maximalist dimension we find other forms of a more direct 
democracy where citizens have influence on the outcome of decisions (Carpentier 2011; 
Pateman 1970). There are within these models a ‘more balanced combination of 
representation and participation’ and a specific focus on maximising political participation 
(Carpentier 2011: 25). Appropriately we can here talk about a level of full participation where 
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civic engagement is not limited to the institutionalised politics but also pervade the social 
sphere and political participation can therefore be implemented on a broader scale 
(Carpentier 2011). The question whether liberal democracy is the final stage of political 
development can here be seen in the light of these different models. If we regard civic 
engagement as the primary necessity of liberal democracy, the democratic models within a 
maximalist dimension must then surely be the preferred form of government by both citizens 
and politicians alike. However, as we have established above, representative, liberal 
democracies are the most common forms of governments in the (post)modern Western 
world. Hence the point here being that even though liberal democracy is dependent on civic 
engagement, the preferred form of government in (post)modern societies does not focus on 
maximising political participation, as one would assume, but can instead be argued to ‘sell’ 
itself on the convenient nature of representation. We contemplate that this might be due to 
the difficulties arising for this type of government to involve everyone in the decision making 
process e.g. every policy would have to be put to the vote, all citizens would need to be 
informed and educated enough to understand the academic language and intention of the 
policies to then make an informed decision. It therefore becomes convenient for the 
government and citizens alike to choose representatives. Though if we take point of departure 
in this notion of convenience in political participation, the Internet, SNS and SMS becomes 
important in our later analysis of how social acceleration has caused citizens to seek other 
channels in which to be politically active. 
 
To sum up this section, we characterise political participation in a liberal democracy as a one 
sided relationship between a government and citizens where the system itself is dependent 
on civic engagement but not the other way around. Furthermore, we have found that there 
exists different dimensions and levels of political participation that the citizens can make use 
of to influence decisions. Having established these methods; that the citizens have to 
participate in the liberal democracy, we can now move on to extend our understanding of the 
opportunities that citizens have to influence and thereby exercising power over his or hers 
political environment. 
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Slacktivism 
According to online Oxford dictionaries, slacktivism is: “Actions performed via the Internet in 
support of a political or social cause but regarded as requiring little time or involvement, e.g. 
signing an online petition or joining a campaign group on a social media website” 
(Oxforddictionaries.com 2015). This understanding of the phenomenon is something that we 
align ourselves with throughout the analysis and discussion, where we will be working with 
the Kony 2012 example to illustrate how slacktivism requires very little time and involvement. 
Slacktivism can also be seen as a low-risk, low-cost activity, which is a concept we came across 
in Rotman et al. From Slacktivism to Activism: Participatory Culture in the Age of Social Media. 
In this journal article the definition of slacktivism is as follows: “We define slacktivism as low-
risk, low-cost activity via social media, whose purpose is to raise awareness, produce change, 
or grant satisfaction to the person engaged in the activity” (Rotman et al. 2011: 3). What we 
can understand by a low-risk, low-cost activity, is that the action itself does not require any 
vigorous dedication from the participant. Actually we regard it as the opposite of being active, 
hence the contraction of the words slacker and activism. Within the political arena we can 
regard slacktivism as a part of non-institutionalised politics. As Carpentier (2011) explains, 
NGOs, interest groups, social movements, activists etc. all manage to influence decision 
making from outside the framework of the institutionalised system. We regard slacktivism as 
a tool for such organisations to reach out to the public and therefore we can regard the effects 
of the phenomenon as something that are able to influence the decision making. This is the 
reason why we argue that slacktivism is a branch of political participation. 
 
Let us go a step further, in order to understand this phenomenon. Slacktivism is the idea of 
using social media platforms to ‘like’, ‘share’ or ‘follow’ something with a simple click of the 
mouse button, giving oneself the same feeling of having made a difference as activism does. 
Slacktivism is one of the easiest and fastest ways to express an opinion today, and by seeing 
slacktivism as a part of non-institutionalised politics, we have argued that it is a branch of 
political participation. It is a way of engaging in politics, though it might be by just sharing a 
video or liking a Facebook post. Slacktivism is connected to the theory of social acceleration 
in a such way, that many things within society is speeding up and moving faster than ever 
before, thus making it difficult for the individual to keep up with the high pace. In order to 
Silje Biørnstad 52083, Marie R. W. Jensen 55036    Roskilde University 
Laura Simonfalvi 58721 & Zita J. Anderka 58274          21.12.15 
Page 38 of 69 
 
adapt, people can make use of the easy ways of participating. Slacktivism is one such 
possibility to politically participate in a low-risk, low-cost manner. However, this particular 
issue of whether slacktivism is positive or negative, and the exact reasoning for exercising 
slacktivism will be analysed and discussed further on, in chapter V and VI.  
Online political activity 
 
So far we have been focusing on political participation inside the framework of 
institutionalised politics, which we have argued exists within a more minimalist dimension of 
democratic models, and on maximalist dimensions represented by more participatory 
democratic models. Now we are going to look at how principles of the maximalist dimension 
can be applied onto the digital sphere of online political activity. 
 
As stated above, maximalist dimensions of democratic models are governments which relies 
on more direct forms of civic engagement. We have found that most liberal democracies are 
not within the maximalist dimension and argued that the lack of direct democracies could be 
seen as an expression of the difficulties that occurs when the government attempt to involve 
every single citizen in the decision making processes. According to Nico Carpentier (2011) the 
political and questions about power and decision-making can no longer be constricted to the 
sphere of institutionalised politics. He attributes this transformation of the political to groups 
who have managed to influence decision making from outside the framework of 
institutionalised politics e.g. interest groups, NGOs, social movements, activists etc. 
(Carpentier 2011). What this seems to suggest is that these groups, working external of 
institutionalised politics, are still within the structure of liberal democracies i.e. they work to 
change the system from within in and even more importantly, they are made up by citizens. 
Our previous definition of liberal democracy is one where not only the majority of citizens 
have an influence on the political agenda but also one where the individual's rights for 
freedom of speech is highly prioritised. Thus the notion of separate non-institutionalised 
interest groups, NGOs, social movements etc., which are independent of the ruling elite, 
becomes relevant. Liberal democracies works to ensure that all citizens have the opportunity 
of political equality. Aligning ourselves with this understanding;“[…] ’political equality’ refers 
to equality of political power in determining the outcome of decisions…” we can surmise that 
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it is possible to be politically active outside of institutionalised politics through alternative 
systems of NGOs for example (Pateman 1970: 69). We seek in this project to connect this 
understanding of political participation to the online dimension by looking at how social 
media has expanded the possibilities of working outside of institutionalised politics but still 
within the framework of liberal democracies. The use of SNS and SMS in civic engagement 
becomes apparent when looking at data from Pew Research Center on the development in 
online political participation. 11% SNS users uploaded political information in 2008, in 2012 
the number was 28%, also in 2008 13% of the users became member of a politically oriented 
group on a SNS, in 2012 the percentage had risen to 21 (Smith 2013). What this can tell us is 
that there is a measurable expansion of SNS users who conduct civic engagement online.   
 
The increase in online political participation might be explained by the efficiency with which 
the Internet is able to connect, mobilise and organise people. However it is appropriate here 
to also mention the generational differences between digital immigrants (DI) and digital 
natives (DN) which has resulted in a so called digital divide. In the 21st century the individual 
is affected by the acceleration of technology from a very young age. Autry and Berge (2011) 
states that younger generations are usually made up by DN who are very digitally literate and 
who can therefore navigate on the Internet more easily than DI. We consider, in relation to 
our problem area, that being a DN would make online political participation more attractive 
since they have the tools to easily manipulate digital devices. Also with the increase of DN, 
we can assume that such tendencies will become more and more pronounced as we move 
from a society mainly made up by DI to one where most citizens are DN. These speculations 
go back to what keeps the wheels of social acceleration in motion and therefore also what 
the underlying reasons for getting on the hamster wheel are. If we consider any society as an 
assembly line of good citizens, (post)modern societies create individuals who are 
individualists and looking to optimise their opportunities and experiences but also citizens 
who are becoming more digitally literate. Furthermore, this new generation of DN citizens are 
much better at multitasking and are more adaptable to ever changing circumstances, making 
them the ideal participants in the game of social acceleration (Autry & Berge 2011). 
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Sub Conclusion 
Liberal democracy is dependent on civic engagement but not the other way around, making 
it a one sided relationship. There are several ways that enables the citizen to influence the 
decision-making in a liberal democracy, by e.g. voting, running for elections, becoming 
members of a national party etc. Social acceleration is the speeding up of time, and relates to 
slacktivism in such way, that the act of engaging online on SNS and SMS is one of the quickest 
and most convenient ways to indicate one's opinion, though it might be with a simple click on 
the ‘like’ button on Facebook. 
Chapter V 
The influence of social media in political participation 
This chapter serves to do an analysis of how SNS and SMS can influence political participation 
and if slacktivism can be seen as an attempt for the citizens to regain power. Drawing on our 
previous chapters we intend to go into depth with the issue of social acceleration changing 
political participation, but also to examine how the phenomenon of slacktivism could be an 
attempt by the citizens to be re-embedded into the political debate and thereby regain 
power. We will start by looking into the possibilities that the internet has created for citizens 
to be politically active, focusing on the emancipatory qualities of SNS and SMS to become 
involved in politics in a convenient way. We do this by drawing on the example of the Obama 
campaign in 2008 as this it illustrates how a high usage of social media can influence political 
participation. Expanding our horizon from institutionalised politics to include other 
dimensions of democratic models, will enable us to analyse aspects of participation which 
provide citizens with a voice for themselves in the political debate. By using the example of 
Kony 2012 we will illustrate how the theory of social acceleration can be applied in order to 
explain the shift in political participation towards a more online based platform that is brought 
on by the high speed society. Lastly we look into the reasons behind this change by analysing 
the theory of social acceleration with a specific focus on the concept of alienation. From this 
analysis we will build on the concept in order to include the digital dimension of political 
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participation which we argue is a compromise for the postmodern citizen to be politically 
involved in a low-risk, low-cost manner. 
Power, participation and political possibilities 
In this section we will be working with the online areas of political participation, with a specific 
attention to the use of SNS and SMS and the concepts of embeddedness and power. This we 
intend to do by looking at how the Internet has created an arena for citizens to become 
politically re-embedded due to the maximalist characteristics of social media. The intention 
here is to give an insight into the political possibilities of SMS and SNS, and to illustrate these 
by using the example of a political campaign which succeeded in using such sites to reach 
their voters.  
 
During the 2008 presidential campaign in the United States, social media became an 
important tool for the candidates to reach the public and collect campaign donations 
(Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez 2011). We contemplate the relevance of this example based 
on data gathered from Pew Research Center which states that during this campaign 60% of 
internet users went online to gather information about the election, 38% of them utilised the 
Internet to communicate about politics and 59% received information regarding the election 
via online channels (Smith 2009). A total 46% of all American citizens utilised the Internet for 
political participation purposes (Rainie & Smith 2008). Thus the Internet played a big part in 
the citizens’ political participation during this presidential election. What is interesting in this 
example, is the realisation of the impact that the Internet had on the campaign. As previously 
explained, the Internet has created possibilities for cheap, fast and convenient 
communication which we can categorise as a low-risk, low-cost way of practicing 
participation. What this means in the context of political campaigning, is that mobilisation 
and organisation becomes more efficient and manageable. The use of SNS and SMS during 
the 2008 election is significant if we look at how the Obama campaign succeeded in using 
such sites in his campaign for presidency in comparison to other candidates. “(...) the Obama 
‘08 campaign created a nationwide virtual organization that motivated 3.1 million individual 
contributors and mobilized a grassroots movement of more than 5 million volunteers” 
(Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez 2011: 189). What this implicates is first of all, that the 
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campaigns efficiency was dependent on the amount of users on these online media sites. If 
we look at the 3.1 million contributors and 5 million volunteers, these numbers are only 
possible because these citizens had access to devices, which had the possibility to go online. 
Secondly, this new notion of conducting institutionalised politics online, affects other forms 
of political participation to a great extent, in that it enabled a non-institutionalised grassroot 
movement consisting of 5 million volunteers, to take up the cause. Thus the Internet can be 
seens as a facilitator of online channels through which citizens can be politically active in new 
and alternative ways. Obama's use of SNS and SMS in his campaign was not a revolutionary 
idea, but one which had existed for some time. The interesting fact is however the degree of 
success his strategic use of these online tools were in getting the attention and support from 
the voters (Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez 2011). Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez (2011) goes 
on to conclude that the Obama campaign made use of online tools to a wider extent than 
other candidates, using the Internet to not only distribute information, but also to build up a 
community of supporters. We consider this in relation to the theory of social acceleration, 
where we have outlined the issue of the postmodern ‘kill or be killed’ mind-set where people 
band together in groups of other likeminded people in order to maximise their own 
competition. Furthermore there is the notion that a representative democracy is making it 
convenient for the citizens to be politically active in a low-risk, low-cost manner. Taking this 
into consideration, we can therefore contemplate that in order for citizens to take the time 
to participate politically, they need to feel like they maximise their profit, gain a competitive 
advantage, and minimise expenses, time spent to seek out political matters. The success of 
the Obama campaign in comparison to his opponents, was that it contained certain digital 
elements which enabled citizens to locate others of the same conviction in a convenient way.  
 
The key element of social acceleration is the speeding up of time. We have been arguing that 
in high speed societies, individuals are constantly fighting to overcome crisis and become 
more and more competitive. This creates postmodern citizens who experience a time famine 
and are thereby less likely to dedicate an extensive amount of time to political participation. 
Hence we derive that the accessibility and the ease with which the potential voter can become 
politically involved is crucial for the result of an election. We consider that another important 
element of the Obama campaign, which secured its success, was the structuring of the 
candidates own web site. “The site was easily navigable; it oriented the user to effortlessly 
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find information on how to get involved at the local level and on the campaign issues and how 
to connect to other people” (Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez 2011: 200). Our argument is as 
follows; the citizen within a high speed society will dedicate more time to political activity if 
it is convenient to become involved. Of course we recognise here that this might not apply to 
the already politically active individual, who will be engaged either way, but for the voters 
who usually do not dedicate time and attention to political matters, because they could have 
spent it on optimising their own competition. Spending time on seeking out ways to become 
politically engaged will not be prioritised by these citizens and they will therefore become 
disembedded from politics. We argue that when the individual becomes disembedded from 
politics, they will lose power in the decision making. This can be connected to the category of 
social acceleration named ‘the pace of life’, where we observe that the citizen will try to 
comprise time spent on political activity in order to maximise possible experiences and 
opportunities. I.e. it is not that the individual does not want to be politically active, but that 
he finds himself torn between a multitude of options which he needs to process fast in order 
to keep up a competitive edge. Obama’s strategic structuring of his website, to be convenient 
for the users to navigate, therefore works as a re-embedding factor, thus empowering citizens 
to participate in the decision-making. 
 
Lastly we want to examine how the use of SNS and SMS helped Obama to express that he 
represented people. This will be examined through the lenses of the re-embedding and power 
acquisition of the citizens. Earlier we have been linking representative governments to partial 
participation and minimalist dimensions of liberal democracy. This notion is to be contested 
in the sense that we look at how the Internet has opened up for possibilities of more direct 
involvement and thus representing a more maximalist dimension within the framework of 
liberal democracy. The key element to this is that in either dimension, citizens need to feel 
that they are being represented by their government or representatives for the liberal 
democracy to work. The US government is a representative democracy in which the American 
citizens elect officials to lead their country and represent their political views. Thus it becomes 
important for the competing candidates to portray how they specifically are able to represent 
the citizens who are voting for them. Technology played a big part in how Obama managed 
to reflect himself during the campaign, where he used social media tools in order to 
personalise himself, so that potential voters could relate to him more easily (Cogburn & 
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Espinoza-Vasquez 2011). This feeling of connectedness to a candidate, we argue, is important 
to get the impression that your political views are being represented. If we look at this in 
connection to the concept of embeddedness, the idea of elite politicians, who work within 
formalised political spheres, becomes disconnected from the general public are worth noting 
(Davis 2014: 144-145). The use of SNS and SMS was used during the Obama campaign in order 
to embed the voters in the campaign and “allow them to obtain advice, be critical, and be 
represented” (Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez 2011: 202). Hence SNS and SMS enabled citizens 
to become politically active and voice their opinions but it also served the purpose of breaking 
down the barriers between the public and government officials. Being able to have more 
direct contact with a possible representative is also something we consider helps the citizen 
to relate more easily to the candidate but more importantly it allows him to express opinions 
which he can feel is being heard. This in essence constitutes an online political arena that 
functions as a gateway for the individual to voice his opinions in a more direct way.  
The other side of the coin 
Today SNS and SMS are used more than ever before, and it is not only in the private context 
that various people are making use of this part of the Internet. In the section above we have 
established that citizens were able to voice their opinions by using social media. This gives the 
citizens a way to reach out to the politicians and publicly show their viewpoints, but also to 
read and be affected by other’s thoughts on a topic. Previously we have been looking into the 
positive possibilities that SNS and SMS has created for the citizens to become more re-
embedded in politics. Now we turn to look into some of the negative effects that the Internet 
has on political participation, focusing on the concept of slacktivism by using the example of 
Kony 2012. 
 
In 2012 Invisible Children, a small San Diego non-profit organisation, created a video to 
elucidate the ongoing problems in Uganda. These problems concerned the central African 
assailant, Joseph Kony, who recruited child soldiers (Sanders 2014; Rainie et al. 2012). The 
objective behind this campaign was simply to stop Kony, and as soon as the 28 minutes long 
video was put on YouTube it started receiving millions of views. This example of slacktivism 
works well to illustrate the reach of SMS since it was uploaded on the 5th of March 2012 on 
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Youtube and by June 30th the same year had, together with the same video uploaded to 
Vimeo, received 109,644,333 views, whereas the first 100,000,000 was received within six 
days. The multitude of views that this political video received, in just under a week, goes to 
support our argument that the Internet contains possibilities of mass distribution of 
information and thus has influence on political participation. It also reinforces the notion 
about convenience which we have been exploring above where citizens seek to speed up the 
processes which they are engaged in order to become more efficient. The Kony 2012 video 
created a massive but short lived reaction which, we contemplate, reflects the interests of 
the postmodern individual. As we have been arguing in our theory chapter, the citizens within 
a high speed society seeks pleasure in the short term. In relation to this example we can see 
that the interest of stopping the warlord peaked in the beginning of the movement but 
dropped significantly as time passed by. Since the first release of the Kony 2012 video there 
has been follow ups like ‘Move’ and ‘Beyond famous’ which intended to keep the interest of 
the viewers (Bal et al. 2013). However, these more recent releases by Invisible Children on 
their YouTube account have received considerably smaller amount of views than the original 
on March 5th 2012 which has, at the time of writing, 100.830.675 views, 1.393.716 ‘likes’ and 
1.144.763 ‘shares’ (YouTube 2015). In comparison, the sequel ‘Kony 2012: Part II - Beyond 
famous’, released just a month after the first video on April 5th 2012, now has 2.843.637 
views (YouTube 2015). Lastly we look at the video ‘MOVE: Invisible Children's new film from 
the creators of KONY 2012’, which was released half a year after the original on October 25th 
2012 and only received 122.798 views (YouTube 2015). It is clear from the examination of the 
views of the respective videos, that there was a considerable decline of interest in the issue. 
We contemplate that this can be explained by going back to the theory of social acceleration 
and looking at the postmodern individuals’ relationship with time, speed and efficiency. The 
21st century citizen strive to optimise efficiency in order to gain a competitive advantage thus 
requiring him to speed up most of his activities during the day (Hassan 2009; Rosa 2014). This 
acceleration necessarily means that there is less time to immerse oneself in a single process, 
but that focus is placed on overcoming it as fast and efficient as possible in order to be able 
to move on to other processes. We can here talk about a lack of commitment, that Rosa 
(2014) also identified, which is linked to the concept of alienation and will be taken up later 
on. 
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Initially, in the Kony 2012 example, a lot of effort was put into the campaign where celebrities 
like Oprah Winfrey, Justin Bieber and even president Obama responded to the video (Bal et 
al. 2013; Rainie et al., 2012). The use of social media to promote the message were thus 
deemed a success due to the instant response (Rainie et al., 2012). It is questionable to label 
the campaign as a success when it did not succeed in attaining the original goal of stopping 
Kony from recruiting child soldiers into his army. Though full of good intentions, this 
aspiration was not redeemed. However, we can begin to talk about the campaign as being a 
success if we characterise it in relation to the attention and interest which it created around 
this topic by using tools like SNS and SMS. Between March 5th and 10th, the hashtag 
‘#STOPKONY’ was written on the SNS Twitter 1,200 times a minute, making it the “fastests 
growing viral video in history” (Files.invisiblechildren.com: 29; Sanders 2014). The immense 
use of the #STOPKONY, seems to implicate that the campaign certainly managed to generate 
a discussion where a lot of people participated in the debate. But the campaign did not only 
create attention through online sharing, Invisible Children also utilised their website to sell t-
shirts, stickers and posters, which were seen everywhere you looked 
(Files.invisiblechildren.com: 21). They raised $13,596,395 by selling merchandise and $32 
million on the campaign altogether, but even though Invisible Children raised more money 
than what was spent, Joseph Kony is still a warlord in Uganda (Files.invisiblechildren.com: 35; 
Sanders 2014). Hence we argue that the campaign was successful in using SNS and SMS to 
focus attention to a topic that otherwise might have been unnoticed, but in the end it did not 
manage to attain the set out goal. Furthermore we have discovered that people quickly lost 
interest because the postmodern individual strive to optimise his efficiency, therefore seeking 
fast solutions to a problem. This is a very legible example on slacktivism, where a person sees 
something online and share it, maybe buys a sticker as well, thereby generating the illusion 
of having done a difference. Whether slacktivism can be seen as being negative or positive 
will be discussed in the next chapter, but now we move on to look into the reasoning for 
people to exercise slacktivism. 
Compromise me 
Our previous example of online political participation with the 2008 Obama campaign, have 
showed us that this operation became a way through which people could re-embed 
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themselves into the political discussion in a convenient way but also in a low-risk, low-cost 
manner. The example of Kony 2012 outlined the more negative side to online participation 
where people tended to lose interest in a topic after a short while. In this section we will be 
attempting to explain the underlying, societal reasons for why citizens make use of online 
channels in their political activity by looking at the concept of alienation from the theory of 
social acceleration. In the above sections of this chapter we have been using elements of this 
theory in order to understand the attractiveness of using SNS and SMS for the citizens to be 
politically active in a convenient way. However we need to go even further in depth with 
analysing our theory in order to interpret this issue because all of the above mentioned 
reasons are linked to the concept of alienation. We do this by addressing the concept of 
alienation in order to lay a foundation for the discussion and develop on the theory of social 
acceleration. 
 
In our theory chapter we came up with a formula to answer the question of why citizens might 
seek other online channels in order to be politically active, which is relevant to answer if we 
want to identify how SNS and SMS can re-embed citizens into the political discussion and 
thereby empowering them. We stated that it was necessary to understand the de-
synchronising fractions in the existing social conditions that both inspires autonomy but also 
constrains the individual from doing so. One of the factors mentioned was the capitalistic ‘kill 
or be killed’ mind-set. This both drives the individual to pursue his own interests in seeking 
autonomy over his life, but it also leads to a mutual dependency on other likeminded 
individuals which in turn constrains him from attaining this (Rosa 2014). We can look at this 
in relation to the decision making process involved in liberal democracy where the citizen 
want to have complete control over his life but end up being dependent on others in order to 
attain his aspirations of ‘living the good life’. Furthermore, we consider that with the 
introduction of SNS and SMS into politics, as seen in the 2008 Obama and Kony 2012 
examples, it is now possible to locate like-minded people and that the Internet not only 
provides convenient but also networking tools for the citizens. These examples however are 
not enough to gain a deeper understanding of how social acceleration influences political 
participation, we thus turn to alienation in order to develop our answer of this question.  
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“In my view, social conditions in which actors on the one hand ethically still are committed to 
the idea of self-determination while, on the other hand, these very conditions increasingly 
undermine the possibility to practically follow or realize that idea, necessarily lead to a state 
of alienation. Alienation, I want to suggest here, can be defined as a state in which subjects 
pursue ends or follow practices which, on one hand is not enforced upon them by external 
actors of factors (...) but which, on the other hand, they do not ‘really’ want or support” (Rosa 
2014: 82).  
 
We have devised a way of understanding this where we look at Rosa’s (2014) principles of 
what causes alienation and applied them onto the examples of online political participation 
and slacktivism. Thus we will be looking at Rosa’s notions of ‘what we want to do’ and ‘what 
we do not want to do’. The ‘we’ in this instance will be the citizens and it is from their point 
of view that our analysis will depart. However, most importantly we, the authors, add on to 
the theory by suggesting that slacktivism and online political participation becomes a 
‘compromise’ in which the citizen can still feel like he is doing a difference but in a convenient, 
low-cost, low-risk manner. 
 
What we want to do is to become politically involved so we have an influence on society and 
thereby our own lives. In seeking to attain self-determination over our own lives, we are 
heavily influenced by a ´promise of the good life’ in which it is ourselves who make the 
decision on what values, paradigms and processes our life should contain (Rosa 2014). 
However, this project of modernity is constricted by the speeding up or acceleration of time, 
which limits the possibility of attaining autonomy (ibid.). I.e. we want to experience 
everything in order to live a fully lived life but we do not have the time to do so. In the 
examples of the 2008 Obama campaign and Kony 2012, it became clear by looking at the 
immense success of online participation, that people actually wanted influence on political 
matters. The problem was that citizens found it difficult to go into depth with and to even 
stay focused on a single issue for a longer period of time.  
 
What we do not want to do is to become politically apathetic, which will ensure that we have 
absolutely no influence on the society and therefore also on our own lives. Furthermore we 
do not want to spend too much time on a single issue because this decreases our potential 
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possibilities and experiences. As previously explained and argued for, social acceleration, and 
thus the speeding up of time, can cause people to lose interest in political life because it takes 
time, which they could have spent on gaining a competitive edge and that it does not satisfy 
the short term pleasure. This has had an impact on the citizens in such a way, that they have 
become disembedded from the political because of a lack in commitment. In the example of 
Kony 2012, there was a significant drop in interest and we argued that this was caused by a 
desire of the individual to attain results in a short amount of time so that he could move on 
to the next process. Hence there exists a schism between the modernity project of autonomy 
and the acceleration of society where the citizens want to be politically active but finds it 
difficult to actually take the time to commit to an issue. It is for this reason that we can 
characterise the existing division between ‘what we want to do’ and ‘what we do not want to 
do’ as a form of alienation. The project of modernity works, not to empower the citizen to 
become politically active, but instead pressures him to compromise his pursuit of ‘the good 
life’.  
 
The compromise thus becomes to find convenient ways of being involved by utilising the 
Internet to become re-embedded in politics. Striving towards autonomy it is necessary for us 
to be politically active in order to have influence and power over the decision making process. 
However time is of the essence and thought we would like to be more engaged, we 
compromise on half solutions because we do not find the time to go into depth with an issue. 
This was seen in the example of the 2008 Obama campaign where citizens went online to 
gather information and utilised Obama's website to become politically involved in a 
convenient way. Furthermore, in the example of Kony 2012, the compromise can be located 
when looking at the massive, immediately responds that the campaign managed to gather in 
the beginning but a dedication which was only short lived. People lost interest because it was 
not profitable for them to seek long term solutions (Rosa 2014). The authors have thus argued 
that online political participation and slacktivism can be seen as one form of re-
embeddedness, where citizens try to take action that do not take a lot of effort and time, but 
still, they can feel like having done something. The individual seeks self-determination by 
having power over political matters but finds it impossible to dedicate the time necessary to 
attain this. SNS and SMS thus serves the purpose of lessening the feeling of alienation where 
the individual have the opportunity to gain influence over his own life. However, this is a 
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compromise which means that the citizens’ political participation is dependent on the 
convenience and duration of time necessary to become involved. 
Sub Conclusion 
It has both in this and the previous chapter been established that SNS and SMS have an 
influence on the citizens’ political participation. SNS and SMS can influence the citizens in such 
way, that they become politically engaged online due to the fact it is easy, as our argument is 
stated; the citizen within a high speed society will dedicate more time to political activity if it 
is convenient to become involved. Due to the lack of time, and the easiness of exercising 
slacktivism, this can be seen as an attempt for the citizens to regain power, in such way that 
they become re-embedded in political activity.  
Chapter VI 
Limitations of liberal democracy and slacktivism 
In this chapter the aim is to discuss the limitations of liberal democracy, slacktivism and the 
consequences of social acceleration in relation to political participation. Firstly, in chapter IV 
the concept of liberal democracy was defined as a framework in which citizens are able to 
practice their power. We have been making the claim that because there exists a de-
synchronisation between the accelerated citizen and the decelerating liberal democracy, the 
latter cannot be realised as it is intended. The system is therefore limited in the postmodern 
society and this will be discussed in relation to political participation and slacktivism. 
Furthermore, while in modern constructed political life people are getting disembedded from 
political participation, the contemporary phenomenon of online political participation and 
slacktivism can be seen as an attempt to be re-embedded in the flow of political life. Our focus 
in this discussion will therefore be centred on the limitations of slacktivism where we compare 
the positive and negative sides of the phenomenon. Lastly, in the previous chapter V, we 
analysed how the Internet contained both positive and negative effects on political 
participation. Furthermore we suggested, based on the theory of social acceleration, that the 
use of SNS and SMS in political matters presented a ‘compromise’ for the postmodern citizen 
to become politically re-embedded and thus regaining the power to influence society. The 
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intention in here is to discuss the consequences such a compromise could mean for political 
participation in a liberal democracy. 
Limitations of liberal democracy and political participation 
It is important to start by establish the general limitations of liberal democracy and political 
participation in order for us to discuss how these limitations are changed by social 
acceleration, being introduced later in this chapter. Our understanding of the term of liberal 
democracy, as elaborated in chapter IV revealed that liberal democracy is a constantly 
changing form of government, which is being transformed in alliance with the development 
of its social, cultural and political base (Dahlgren 2011: 90). This constant transformation 
means that the limits we are about to discuss is also under constant development. These have 
to be faced in alignment with the changes happening within liberal democracy thereby 
continuing to contribute to its further enhancement. Generally speaking today’s structure of 
liberal democracy aim to involve as many citizens as possible, and represent them in the 
parliament, however it is hindered by several obstacles in the postmodern era. In order to 
discuss these obstacles we have to look somewhat into the actual structure of a liberal 
democratic framework and how citizens are involved in the decision making. 
 
In the modern parliament the party which gains a majority of votes gets to become the 
governing party, while the opposition represents the minority of the people. In some liberal 
democracies a wide range of competing parties are presented in the government, which 
allows citizens to vote for the party which speaks most in favour for their values. Even though 
a high involvement is pursued, citizens might not necessarily feel represented. In liberal 
democracies a citizen’s duty is to be involved in the political life, whereas the voting process 
can be seen as a quite complex system, as it does not only require common sense but also 
knowledge, sober judgment and preparedness about the program of each party. As a 
consequence of the previously listed issues we consider that the different parties, with their 
varying political agendas and programs, could make it unclear for the individuals to make up 
their minds and decide according to their best knowledge. This makes the transparency, 
which is one of the core pillar of liberal democracy, blurred and confusing at some point. As 
previously mentioned, the citizen may not entirely feel represented by the respective parties 
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in his society. He might agree with some policies of a specific party but not with others. So if 
he finds himself in such a dilemma, should he then compromise and vote for the party 
representing him most, even if he does not agree with some regulations, or should he cast a 
blank vote, losing his basic power to influence the decision process? We gather that some 
parts of society must feel unrepresented, at least on certain political issues. The question is 
then; what should these people do in order to regain power? We recognise that it is individual 
whether citizens feel represented or not, and if they wish to participate politically. However 
“democratic systems offer varying patterns or structures of opportunity for participation: 
access to and impact within public spheres can vary a good deal“ (Dahlgren 2011: 90). Those 
matters in which one does not feel represented, the citizens find new, alternative channels to 
express his/her opinion even outside of the liberal democratic framework (Pateman 1970). 
We can therefore see that, on a general level, due to the structure of the parliamentary 
democracy, not everybody is heard in all matters, even if it is highly aimed by politicians and 
required by citizens.  
 
Considering the difficulties for the citizen to get involved in every aspect of political life, where 
if he did, all policies would have been outdated and out of question which would mean a slow 
development in the decision making process because of the slow bureaucracy. We 
contemplate how this could cause a friction between people and state when society itself has 
moved on from an issue by the time it is getting discussed by the government. An example of 
this schism between the accelerated society and the decelerated fractions within this society 
could be the migration flow from the Middle-East, where western democracies try to find a 
temporary solution for the upcoming situation in the heat of moment, i.e. building temporary 
refugee camps, but even this solution is not without delay. This matter got a high media 
coverage, meaning that discourses surrounding this specific dilemma was integrated into 
people's everyday life. However, as we could see from the Kony 2012 example after the peak 
of the ‘story’, media started to simply pass by the issue and head to other, more current ones.  
People move on even though migrants are still arriving to Europe in need of help, where 
migrant camps are still full, and it is still a hot topic on the political agenda without a solution. 
In this example liberal democracies try to welcome and accommodate people in need, but 
the ultimate solution would be to stop the war going on in the Middle-East. Hence, liberal 
democracy as a system is mainly concerned about their own citizens and borders, “national 
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interests often neglect or even violate the rights of non-citizens in the interest of securing 
economic or political benefit for its citizens”, i.e. what happens outside of the national border 
is simply disregarded, even though sometimes human lives are in danger (Islamica Magazine 
2005).  These temporary solutions could be an expression of seeking short term instead of 
long term solutions where the latter in this instance would mean determined commitment to 
an issue which would require time and effort that the government is not prepared to do. 
 
Differences between democracy and liberal democracy have also been pinpointed previously 
in this project. We stated that democracy itself was exclusive because it did not secure the 
rights of all people within society while liberal democracy on the other hand puts focus on 
basic rights, such as the right to live, freedom of speech, and freedom of religion. However 
the freedom of choice should be handled carefully and responsibly. Proper political 
participation requires a thorough background knowledge about the specific issue, and 
common sense in order to be able to vote for the most beneficial outcome possible which 
serves the common good. Therefore in liberal democracy an emphasis should be placed on 
education and the right flow of information, in order to keep citizens up to date and qualify 
them for their task in the system, even in representation based, more minimalistic 
democracies, this should be a priority. Communication and the spread of information are 
therefore important. The point here being that politics is communication and that it would 
not function without (Deutsch, 1963; Meadow 1980). With the technological developments, 
new and more convenient ways to communicate have emerged. Hence in order to keep up 
with the competition logic of social acceleration, politicians must also consider other online 
channels in order to articulate their political ideas to the citizens. Again we can mention the 
example of the 2008 Obama campaign, where he and his team realized the new trends in 
communication and utilised social media in order to reach the citizens in the best and most 
efficient way. Seemingly this realisation benefitted the campaign, due to Obama's presidency, 
but the reality of how much influence the Internet had on this success might be difficult to 
establish. However, what we can say about the limitations of political participation is that 
either online or offline, a certain amount of information is necessary in order to make an 
informed decision. In the following section we are going to look closer at what this implies for 
political participation when social acceleration and the speeding up of time is taken into 
consideration. 
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Social acceleration and political participation 
Previously ‘liberal democracy’ and its core principles were described and analysed in chapters 
IV, where it was seen as the most advanced form of government where citizens are granted 
the basic human rights and given political equality which means they are free to express their 
opinions in politics (Hassan 2009; Pateman 1970). In a minimalist dimension of democracy, 
decision making is simplified and centralised because people are represented and the core 
decisions are made by representatives in the government. Thus citizens only contribute to 
this system by casting their votes once in a few years, dependent on the voting system of the 
respective country. In the following section we are going to sum up the negative and positive 
qualities of this political system focusing attention to the consequences social acceleration 
have on political participation and how the unrepresented can now express themselves via 
the Internet.  
 
As we have mentioned before, people’s lives are driven by the notion of competition and the 
desire to optimise possible experiences and opportunities, which means people want to have 
results of their action during their lifespan (Rosa & Trejo-Mathys 2013; Rosa 2014). In the 
accelerated society, people tend to experience a time famine caused by the speeding up of 
society. Time thus becomes a value beyond anything else for the postmodern citizen who 
feels deprived of it. In politics, it takes time to gather information and go into depth with an 
issue in order to make an informed decision. However the citizens have the right but also an 
obligation to sustain and develop the political structure they live in. One consequence social 
acceleration then might have for political participation is that voters will be unprepared and 
uninformed which can endanger the framework of liberal democracy where all citizens are 
expected to fulfil their civic engagement. The competition element and the ‘kill or be killed’ 
mind-set present in a high speed society also brings with it new complications and limitations 
for the liberal democracy. We consider this in relation to the above mentioned need for 
instant results. In the postmodern society, voting for the common good might be disregarded 
because people tend to look out for their own interest in order to have a direct and instant 
outcome. As the common good is overshadowed and interest groups made up by individuals 
come into play, we can see a transformation in politics where the latter becomes more 
important, leading to dis-embedding of the citizens from the political. So what does that mean 
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in relation to liberal democracy? As we have clarified, liberal democracy gives freedom to its 
citizens for them to vote based on their best knowledge and perception, therefore it is their 
basic right to vote in their own favour. However, the socially accelerated citizen, focused on 
self-determination and gaining a competitive edge, effects the structure and process of liberal 
democracy. We consider that if everyone is centred on realising their own interests, 
important issues could be left out of the picture. For example we can look at environmental 
issues that is one of the main global problems nowadays. Industries seek temporary solutions 
in order to gain a competitive edge, thereby disregarding the possible environmental 
consequences this might cause. For instance companies tend to find themselves in 
challenging situations as “[...] some of the most rewarding initiatives, in relation to 
environment policies, may be those in which the payback occurs over a longer period of time. 
However, these long-term initiatives have benefits that are difficult to quantify [...]” (Bansal 
and Slawinski 2010: 1). In this example it becomes clear that being competitive and realising 
results quickly have been more important for companies than to prevent future 
environmental crisis. Focus is thus centred on short term solutions and we can thus consider 
if the individual is then likely to vote in favour for long term environmental solutions if there 
is no obvious, immediately gain. We suggest that this is a topic which should be investigated 
further. The importance of having a habitable planet in the future is something, we would 
argue, constitutes one of the most relevant issues of the postmodern societies. As we have 
found, social acceleration might be able to elucidate the reasons behind the slow moving 
process of environmental protection policies. Furthermore, being a theory based in the 
critical tradition, it is ripe for the researcher(s) who not only wants to understand the reasons 
behind environmental apathy but also want to change the cause of action.  
 
In the framework of liberal democracy everybody is encouraged in some ways to contribute 
to the system as it is the citizens who are the ones that create, sustain and develop it further. 
However a state which has millions of inhabitants is not able to consider each and every 
citizen as equal, and this might cause dissatisfaction in the process, as some might not feel 
represented, thus becoming politically apathetic. As Fukuyama (1992) mentioned, history has 
come to an end where liberal democracies cannot be developed further. However this is a 
notion that we have contested and one that also generates a question of what then happens 
with those citizens who are left unrepresented? The framework of liberal democracy allows 
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the citizens to express their thoughts through free media and press, which can be seen as a 
manifestation of the unrepresented. In the context of SNS and SMS this becomes even more 
pronounced since the Internet is a platform, open to everyone who are able to go online. The 
unrepresented citizens now have the tools to express their opinions and even more 
noticeable, we have discovered that in the case of online political participation and 
slacktivism, individuals do regain some power to influence politicians when becoming re-
embedded into the political discussion. In the example of Kony 2012, we stated that high 
profile people like Oprah Winfrey, Justin Bieber and, most importantly, president Obama took 
up the issue which implies that this campaign actually managed to influence the political 
agenda. What we can derive from this is that non-institutionalised operations like this do 
influence liberal democracy and that social acceleration, which has provided the technical 
acceleration, the social acceleration and the acceleration of pace of life, can be used to explain 
the reasons behind this shift in political participation. However the full extent of this change 
is still to be discovered because the phenomena of online political participation and 
slacktivism is fairly new ones.  
Representing possibilities of slacktivism 
As elaborated earlier, social acceleration has had an impact on all spheres of social life, 
including technological, personal and political life as well. People tend to move on to issues 
fast and pursue convenient, short term solutions in order to realise the promise of autonomy 
which will allow them to dictate how their lives should be lived. The contemporary, liberal 
democracy has not been able to keep up with the pace of an accelerated society and has, 
because of this de-synchronisation, not been able to fully represent the opinions of all citizens 
in these political frameworks. Thus we now turn to the concept of slacktivism, where we will 
be looking further at the advantages and disadvantages of the phenomenon and into the 
possibilities that SNS and SMS have to represent a citizen’s opinion on an issue which his 
representative might not be able to do.  
 
Social media is now part of our everyday life, from the beginning of waking up until the end 
of the day, where the Internet helps to catch up with the latest news with the company of a 
cup of coffee in the morning and TV news helps us to fall asleep after a long day. During the 
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day the individual faces social media many times. It surrounds, influences, changes a person 
and his decisions. Technological developments has made it possible to read news from 
overseas on the metro, and social acceleration made necessary for people to make decisions 
faster because of the lack of time. If the individual does not manage to be efficient, he is going 
to lose his competitive edge. Lack of time to look deeper into what was written or said in 
social media, can result thoughtless and false assumptions and decisions, thus people need 
to be more critical than ever before. Even when a person has the time to look more into depth 
regarding a story, on the internet there are sources, which come from an unauthorised editor 
or a blogger who represents only one side of a story. We consider that people’s 
unpreparedness and credulity caused the misleading message of KONY 2012. This campaign 
was by many considered as an example of slacktivism but how can an issue like this be seen 
than anything else as an attempt to save human lives (Bailyn 2013)? As this example has been 
explained already in the previous chapter, we are going to jump to a discussion of the 
advantages and disadvantages of such a case which is considered as an illustrative example 
of slacktivism. As the Huffington Post so rightly states, it cannot be expected of an individual 
to buy a flight ticket to Uganda and give help by first hand to these children, but it is already 
a huge action from mankind to donate money or even spread the campaign (Bailyn 2013). By 
donating to the campaign or buying the ‘Action kit’ from Invisible Children, this gesture only 
raises the revenues of the organization. One can argue, that these donations could have been 
more beneficial if they had been sent to a more experienced NGO. On the other hand by 
sharing the video online it reached an audience that would not have been possible without 
the Internet (Shaughnessy 2012). With the video, the organization was influencing politicians 
and voters to take action no matter what political side they represent. Furthermore, the 
campaign attempted to take action in order to protect the most basic human right: the right 
to life. As a counter argument it is said that the making of this video could endanger more 
human life and that the actual terrorism was not even existing in Uganda by the time the 
video was made (Curtis 2012). The whole campaign raised 32 million USD, which the 
organisation could not handle properly, because it was not experienced enough (Sanders 
2014; Shaughnessy 2012). The aim of the movement was to arrest Kony but the campaign has 
not succeeded to do so. Kony is still out there and the campaign might have caused even 
bigger issues and killed more innocent people than it helped to save (Curtis 2012). This is why 
we characterised the campaign as misleading. We consider that a combination of bad 
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information and inexperience caused the organisation to fail in its attempt to stop Kony.  On 
the other hand, a campaign like this can show the world that people still care and are willing 
to help when needed. With the inclusion of influential characters and politicians the video 
was able to reach more than it could have been imagined (Invisible Children 2012; Bal et al. 
2013; Rainie et al. 2012). The campaign succeeded in raising the awareness people all across 
the world and highlighting an issue that the liberal democratic states could not have managed 
on the same scale. By ‘sharing’, ‘liking’ or ‘following a political issues on SNS and SMS, even 
without any intention of becoming actively involved, the users still have the opportunity to 
present the topic to ‘friends’ or ‘followers’, who will potentially become involved in a cause. 
Hence we can determine that slacktivism is a double edge sword, where the phenomenon of 
slacktivism certainly contains the possibilities of reaching people and focusing attention to a 
topic, but it also represents the pitfall of spreading misleading information. It is in this digital 
arena that the postmodern individual needs to learn how to navigate in order to make the 
right decision and not be fooled by well-intentioned campaigns that might not be able to 
accommodate expectation.  
Compromising political participation 
Slacktivism and political participation has been exemplified and analysed in the previous 
chapter and here we can draw the conclusion, that these forms of participation was a 
compromise where the individual can still be politically involved but in a convenient low-risk, 
low-cost manner. Thus it can be seen as a progress from doing nothing, represented by the 
‘what we do not want to do’ category, but one that is still not as effective as real life activism, 
in the ‘what we would like to do’ category. 
 
Communication and media have always been strong, influencing factors in society and it goes 
even further in reforming the political structure of the 21st century with the introduction of 
the Internet (Hill 2013). Slacktivism like political participation, as we claim, can be seen as a 
new attempt from the side of the citizens to regain their basic power. However based on the 
analysis these newly introduced phenomenon become a compromises for the citizens in order 
to find a solution for the tension between the de-synchronised, institutionalised politics and 
an accelerated society. From the examples analysed in chapter V, it is possible to conclude 
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that online, political participation and slacktivism helps people to find topics which they feel 
attached to and want to express their political opinion on and in doing so they become re-
embedded into the framework of liberal democracy. In the example of slacktivism, it is up to 
discussion if this phenomenon really has the potentials to present solutions to an issue when 
people do not actively participate. We used the example of the Kony 2012 videos in order to 
comprehend the situation. All our evidence seemed to suggest that the people who took up 
the cause did not stay interested for a longer period of time. Also we found that, maybe 
because of the short life of the campaign, the Invisible Children organisation were not able to 
stop Kony. Because the campaign had a strong focus on sharing the uploaded videos, it was 
able to create massive attention to the topic. However the funds raised to stop Kony did not 
serve to solve the problem. Thus we consider that slacktivism is a helping tool for the 
individual or organisation to reach a wider audience and a new way of participating in politics 
in a convenient, plausible way for the postmodern individual. It is a compromise that enables 
the individual to multitask and compress his actions because it can be done next to drinking 
a nice coffee or during a business trip. However, by itself, the phenomenon of slacktivism 
cannot take over the role of the actual, either online or offline, political participation and must 
therefore be apprehended as a tool of communication, but not a participatory compensation.  
 
As we can see in the example of the 2008 Obama campaign, online, political participation 
gains more and more ground in today’s political life (Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez 2011; 
Rainie & Smith 2008; Smith 2009). The alienation happening within society, from each other 
and from politics, has also contributed to its emergence in politics. We argue that this have 
led to politicians realising a need for adjustment in politics, as in the events of the 2008 Obama 
campaign shows. We have stated that the presidential candidate, Obama, saw  great potential 
and a new communication tool in SNS and SMS, where he could reach millions of people in a 
low-risk and low-cost manner (Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez 2011). His online campaign 
managed to not only reach youngsters, who are the main consumers of SNS and SMS, but all 
age groups were given the opportunity to comment, be heard and express their opinions. It 
is significant to mention that this election saw the highest recorded disparity between older 
and younger voters (Keeter et. al. 2008). The Internet can thus be seen as a common ground, 
disregarding people's individual dispositions and creating an arena where everyone, who has 
the digital literacy to interact with online devices, are able to speak with a voice for 
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themselves. We can observe that this new way of participating is used by both politicians to 
reach out to their voters and by citizens to reach out to politicians in a new contemporary 
style, taking place outside of the institutionalised politics. However, online political 
participation can hardly be seen as a replacement of the classical framework but more as an 
adjustment or an addition to the previous system of classical liberal democracy. It is for this 
reason that we have been considering whether liberal democracy can be regarded as the 
ultimate form of government that is not to be improved upon. Our evidence show that indeed 
this type of democracy is undergoing transformations, in that we now have moved from a 
modern to a postmodern society. This means that the citizens’ expectations and 
considerations have changed in accordance with the accelerated society and by 
compromising on the time necessary to politically participate, they are shaping the 
democratic framework of their society. What the consequences of such compromises might 
mean for the liberal democracy is yet to be discovered, however we are able to estimate one 
based on the theory of social acceleration. Going back to the acceleration cycle that keeps the 
hamster wheel of social acceleration in motion, we identified this as an ‘invisible force’ where 
people do not realise that they themselves are making the acceleration within society happen. 
The compromise in political participation is thus an unrecognised and non-discussed 
phenomenon, which might means that people are unaware of its effects and is therefore not 
able to reconcile their expectations with the actual reality. We contemplate that this could 
lead to a profound self-critique, where the individual will blame himself if he is not able to 
keep up with the accelerated society and be as politically active as he would like to be (Rosa 
2014). Hence the individual will focus on his own shortcomings and thus be less likely to 
articulate critique towards external forces. In regards to our problem field, this would mean 
that political participation is not a way through which citizens can experience an 
empowerment by compromising with their commitment but rather it becomes a pressure for 
them to live up to expectations which they cannot realise. 
Sub Conclusion 
In this chapter we have found that the citizens, even though living in a liberal democracy, 
might not be represented completely, hence there is a need for alternative sources through 
which the citizens can voice their opinions. Slacktivism becomes one such channel which 
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allows the individual to do political participation, but one that also presents the problem of 
limited source critique. The most important conclusion that we reached were that slacktivism 
cannot replace political participation, online or offline, but should be regarded as a tool of 
communication, organisation and mobilisation. Lastly, we have established that the 
postmodern individual will compromise on his political commitment in order to become more 
efficient. This develops into a self-critique by the citizen who will attempt to realise 
expectations which might not be possible to attain. 
Chapter VII – Concluding remarks 
Throughout this project we have been aiming to establish how social acceleration has 
changed political participation in liberal democracies. In order to answer our problem 
statement we focused on three working considerations, which we divided into these three 
chapters: IV, V and VI. We are now going to conclude on our findings throughout these 
chapters in relation to our initial aim. 
 
Compared to other forms of government, liberal democracy has an explicit focus on the 
involvement of citizens in the decision making process and in the distribution of power, thus 
making the government dependent on civic engagement. However, in this system, the citizens 
are not dependent on the government, though they are encouraged to be politically active. A 
liberal democracy provides the opportunity for citizens to participate as much as possible, for 
instance by voting, running for elections, or becoming a member of a party. Our research into 
the theory of social acceleration has clarified how the speeding up of time has had an impact 
on political participation. With the introduction of the Internet, the postmodern citizen is now 
able to employ other methods to become involved in politics, which we have argued presents 
a more maximalist dimension of participation where power is decentralised. Thus we consider 
that liberal democracy is not a static entity, but one that is under constant development. The 
use of online platforms like social networking sites (SNS) and social media sites (SMS) has 
meant the emergence of phenomena such as online political participation and slacktivism, 
which we have characterised as an online action, outside of the institutionalised politics, that 
requires very little effort and commitment. We found that SNS and SMS represents a new 
way of conducting politics, as in the example of the Obama 2008 campaign, which enables 
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non-institutionalised organisations and individuals to gain an influence on the political 
agenda. The Internet is therefore a tool that enables citizens to participate politically in new, 
alternative ways but also in a convenient and low-risk, low-cost manner. We conclude that 
the success of the Obama campaign was indeed due to the implementation of digital 
components, which allowed citizens to become involved and to locate other like-minded 
people in a convenient way. 
 
Furthermore we found that, due to ‘the pace of life’ category in the theory of social 
acceleration, the individual was likely to pursue compromises that enabled them to maximise 
their efficiency in processes which the Internet is able to provide. This has meant that the use 
of SMS and SNS in politics works to empower citizens, who might not have taken the time to 
participate, thus re-embedding these people into the political discussion. The Internet also 
carries a possibility to break down the gap between politicians and citizens where the latter 
then will feel more connected to the politicians, when he can communicate his opinion 
directly to a candidate or representative. However, when looking closer at the phenomenon 
of slacktivism, as the example of Kony 2012, we found that there is another side of the coin 
which is not solely positive. Taking the same principles of the social acceleration theory, we 
were able to conclude that due to the speeding up of time, people were quick to become 
interested in an issue, but lost interest just as fast. This of course presents a problem of 
committing to an issue for a longer period, but it also made it difficult for the organisation 
Invisible Children, to reach the objective of stopping Kony from recruiting child soldiers. Hence 
we characterised this attempt of utilising slacktivism to attain this specific goal as a failure, 
but a success if we considered the attention that the campaign brought to the topic.  
 
We have looked into the concept of alienation and how this affected the citizens political 
participation and found that the reasons for citizens to utilise SMS and SNS in political 
participation was because it presented a compromise where they could still be involved but 
in a convenient and less time demanding way. Thus slacktivism becomes a channel through 
which citizens can express their opinions. Since it is a low-risk, low-cost tool of communication 
that enables the organisation or individual to reach a large audience, we have concluded that 
the phenomenon do have the power to influence decision making. However, slacktivism is 
hindered by limitations, such as limited source critique and political complacency. This means 
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that slacktivism should not replace political participation, instead the former should be seen 
as a tool to not only communicate, but also as a phenomenon that is able to decrease the 
tension between the desynchronised institutionalised politics and the high speed society. The 
compromise between the expectations of individuals to be politically active in order to have 
an influence on their life and the reality of institutionalised politics where a high involvement 
is required, is to find means of expression where citizens can make their voice be heard and 
express their opinion in a contemporary and, most importantly, convenient way. 
 
We can, based on these observations, conclude that social acceleration has had an impact on 
political participation. Today people experience a time famine where political matters will 
take second place to overcoming crisis by keeping up with the pace of society. Thus the citizen 
seek alternatives that does not require a lot of effort, in order to become re-embedded into 
the political discussion, though they might not be aware of this. Online political participation 
and slacktivism becomes a way through which citizens can express themselves on online 
platforms, such as SNS and SMS, which are inclusive, convenient and most importantly, time 
saving. 
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